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Exploring the Roots of Religion 


Scope: 

The most important record of religious history resides not in books 
and sacred texts but buried in the earth. Ancient graves, statues, 
temples, standing stones, sacrificial offerings, and places of initiation 
all bear witness to the universal human quest for spiritual power and 
understanding. Since the beginnings of scientific archaeology in the 
18 lh century, excavators have been discovering and interpreting 
evidence ranging from tiny goddess figurines carved from mammoth 
ivory to entire sacred landscapes, such as at the Giza plateau in 
Egypt. The millennia of human experience that preceded the 
invention of writing about 5,000 years ago is only accessible to us 
through archaeology. And even for more recent religions and cults, 
the “testimony of the spade” provides an essential perspective that 
enhances our understanding of the literary tradition. 

Archaeology provides evidence that is very different in nature from 
historical writings. With aerial reconnaissance and remote sensing 
technology, archaeologists relocate lost temples and other cult sites. 
With trowels and brushes, they gently remove the dust of ages from 
buried sites and artifacts. And with space-age laboratory techniques, 
they analyze the residues left by royal funeral feasts as well as the 
last meals of sacrificial victims. 

Some 30,000 years before scribes made the first religious writings. 
Ice Age peoples of Europe and the Near East were creating shrines in 
caves, modeling images of divinities and shamans, and using art and 
music in ceremonies. Even earlier, in the time of the Neanderthals, 
some of the tribe’s deceased were laid in their graves with flowers, 
possibly symbolizing resurrection after death. The first theme of our 
course, “In the Beginning,” explores these earliest religious rites and 
the beliefs that inspired them, right down to the time of the first 
farmers and the construction of the first megalithic monuments. 

Next we devote six of our lectures to the ritual activity that seems to 
lie at the very core of religion worldwide — namely, burial of the 
dead, under the theme “Quest for the Afterlife.” Beginning with the 
simple pit tombs of ordinary villagers in predynastic Egypt, whose 
bodies were naturally mummified in the dry sand of the Sahara, we 
move forward in time to the extraordinary graves of wealthy 
monarchs like the Viking queen Asa, whose elaborate, treasure-filled 
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tomb shows that at least some of our ancestors believed that you can 
take it with you. We also examine ambitious funeral architecture 
from Petra in Jordan to Easter Island in the Pacific and include a visit 
to the enigmatic burial mounds of prehistoric North America. 

Another universal element in religion is ritual: the performance of 
traditional actions that range from dances to foretelling the future. 
Although such activities may seem ephemeral, they often leave clear 
traces in the archaeological record. Our third theme, “Reconstructing 
Ancient Rituals,” starts with a survey of the fertility cults of warriors 
and farmers in Bronze Age Scandinavia. Then we move on to 
Minoan bull dancing, Chinese and Greek divination, and Mayan ball 
games and human sacrifices. We conclude by examining a tour de 
force of scientific archaeology that has reconstructed, hour by hour, 
the last day in the life of a Celtic prince, possibly a Druid, who was 
sacrificed and buried in a bog at the time of the Roman conquest 
of Britain. 

This grisly ritual leads us into our fourth theme, “Lost Gods and 
Fallen Temples,” where human sacrifice becomes almost routine as 
part of the nearly superhuman efforts to glorify divine monarchs 
through monumental architecture, impressive ceremony, and above 
all spectacular funeral rites. The kings and queens of Ur in 
Mesopotamia (hometown of the biblical Abraham), the pharaohs of 
Egypt, the emperors of China and Rome, and the royalty of the 
ancient Americas have all left indelible marks of their status as gods, 
rather than as mere mortals. 

The penultimate theme of the course, “Sacred Landscapes,” offers a 
tour of some of earth’s most famous ancient sites: Stonehenge, 
Angkor Wat, Machu Picchu, and others. These great achievements of 
ancient engineers in fact functioned as ceremonial centers, and it is 
our mission to understand the full range of remains at each site and 
to reconstruct the religious beliefs and worldviews that impelled 
ancient peoples in every corner of the globe to invest such vast 
expenditures of time, wealth, human power, and technical ingenuity 
to create stages for their religious rites and earthly images of the 
sacred cosmos. We also explore lesser-known ceremonial centers 
such as Chaco Canyon in the American Southwest and the Ajanta 
Caves of India. 

In ^r final group of six lectures, under the theme “Communities of 
vve consider a number of extinct religions in their totality. 
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The best known of these is unquestionably the early monotheistic 
cult of the heretic Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten, who closed the 
temples of Ra and the other traditional gods and tried to impose the 
worship of a single god, Aten, throughout his kingdom. Similar 
grandeur attends the discoveries of the center for Aztec religious life 
at the Templo Mayor in Mexico City (formerly the Aztec city of 
Tenochtitlan), where recent excavations have brought to light a 
series of pyramids, offerings, and artworks that span the entire period 
of Aztec domination in Mesoamerica. The search for the ancient 
Persian cult of Mithras takes us deep underground to the buried 
chapels of his worshippers throughout the Roman Empire, while the 
city of Jenne-jeno in Africa yields evidence of a cult in which 
craftworkers, specifically ironsmiths, were regarded as diviners and 
religious leaders. Finally, viewing earth from space, we close with 
the mystery of the Nazca Desert in Peru, where gigantic images of 
animals and other designs laid out over great distances still defy the 
efforts of archaeologists to unlock their secrets. 

Although this course focuses primarily on religions that belong to the 
ancient world, we will often pause to consider how archaeological 
finds shed unexpected light on the origins and rituals of such modem 
religions as Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. Even today, 
most people’s religious experience is shaped not by theological 
creeds but by enduring traditions rooted in the remote past. 
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Lecture Thirteen 
Dancing with Bulls at Knossos 


Scope: 

Greek myths tell of the rich and powerful Cretan king Minos, who 
kept a monster called the Minotaur in the Labyrinth at Knossos. In 
1900, Sir Arthur Evans began his three decades of excavation at 
Knossos, in which he revealed a Bronze Age palace filled not only 
with royal reception chambers and storerooms but also with shrines, 
ceremonial pools, and a vast array of religious artifacts. The myth of 
the Minotaur now seems linked to an ancient bull cult, a descendant 
of the one at Qatalhoyok in nearby Turkey. Figures of women 
dominated Minoan art, including statuettes of the Mother Goddess or 
priestesses with snakes coiled around their outstretched arms. The 
snakes suggest a chthonic, or earth, cult, while crowns of poppy seed 
pods suggest the use of hallucinogens for religious trances. In the 
surrounding mountains were peak sanctuaries, where gods were 
worshiped far from the centers of Minoan population. 

Outline 

I. In this section of the course, we consider how archaeologists 

reconstruct ancient religious rituals. 

A. Burials are rituals in themselves, but all religions have other 
kinds of rituals. 

B. A ritual is a prescribed sequence of actions performed in a 
certain place at a certain time and involving specific 
personnel and equipment, all aimed at a certain end result. 

C. Our first example of ritual is from the palace of King Minos 
at Knossos on the island of Crete, discovered and excavated 
by Sir Arthur Evans. 

II. The myth of the Minotaur and the Labyrinth was famous to 

ancient Greeks of the 5 th century B.C. 

A. During the golden age of Athens, writers looked back to 
myths to find patterns of history that led up to their present. 

B. Athens was a great sea power, and Thucydides preceded his 
account of the Peloponnesian War with a chronicle of sea 
power, beginning with the kings of Crete. 
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C. There is an etiological (origin) myth to account for how 
Crete came to have this power. 

D. Crete became the great power in the Mediterranean, 
according to Greek myth, because its kings were the 
descendants of the god Zeus and Europa, a princess of Tyre 
in Phoenicia. 

E. Myths say that the Cretan king Minos’s wife, Pasiphae, fell 
in love with a bull, and from that union came a beast with 
the upper body of a bull and the lower body of a man: 
the Minotaur. 

F. Minos used this beast as an instrument of his oppression of 
Athens and the other cities in his realm. 

G. The bondage of Athens was broken when a young Athenian 
hero, Theseus, went to Crete and killed the Minotaur, ending 
Minos's oppression. 

III. Evans bought land at Knossos and began an immense project. 

A. His land was a tell, and though there were many layers of 
Knossos, he was only interested in the one around 1250 

B.C., around the time of the Trojan War. 

B. Evans found the throne room in his first trench: a throne with 
a low seat and high back with curling sides, flanked by 
benches. Above these are frescoes of griffins. 

C. This throne does not seem to be the central focus of the 
palace itself; in fact, Evans found little evidence that Crete 
was actually controlled by a single hereditary monarch in the 
manner of the Mycenaeans. 

IV. Let’s look at the site as a whole. 

A. Knossos was arranged around a sort of rectangular-shaped 
ceremonial plaza. 

B. Around it were 1 8 chambers storing jars filled with tributes. 

C. He also found lots of images, especially bulls and women. 

D. He found seals that seemed to show a goddess — surprising in 
a place he thought was firmly controlled by a male monarch. 

E. In one of the rooms, there was a fresco that showed a bull 
and three humans in a ritual dance. 

F. He found many other scenes that showed people interacting 
with the bulls. It seems to have been a central ceremony. 
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G. One of the points of the gigantic, rectangular plaza was a 
ceremonial space for that bull dancing ritual. 

V. Regarding the myth, Evans decided that the classical Greeks 
misinterpreted this ritual. 

A. The Greeks had thought that the young people were 
sacrificed, and the bull was a monster that lived on, but 
Evans suggests the opposite. 

B. Their myth was created to explain an archaeological site that 
they could not explain in any other way. 

Suggested Reading: 

Farnoux, Knossos. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. As at several previous sites, Knossos presents us with a link 
between a Mother Goddess and a bull cult. What do you make of 
this seemingly unlikely combination? 

2. Why should risky ordeals such as dancing with bulls be 
incorporated into religious practices and ceremonies? 
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Theme Three: Reconstructing Ancient Rituals 


Lecture Thirteen — Transcript 

Dancing with Bulls at Knossos 

Hello, and welcome to the third part of our course, the section of the 
course in which we are going to consider the archaeology of religion 
in the special aspect of how archaeologists reconstruct ancient 
religious rituals. We spent six lectures with burials, and certainly the 
activities associated with burials, with funerals, with laying the dead 
to rest in the earth, are rituals in themselves. But all religions have, 
as part of their day-to-day life, other kinds of rituals — life-affirming 
rituals, rituals of offering, rituals of initiation, rituals of 
propitiation — when things are bad and when one is trying to get right 
with the gods so that they will restore their blessings upon you. All 
of these are rituals. 

What is a ritual, exactly? Also sometimes said in short form as a rite, 
a ritual is a prescribed sequence of actions usually taking place or 
performed in a certain spot at a certain time and involving specific 
personnel and paraphernalia, equipment, which is aimed at a certain 
end, a certain result. Magic spells are rituals, incantations. Putting 
together all of those strange ingredients that the witches put together 
in their great cauldron in Shakespeare’s Macbeth — that’s a ritual 
aimed at a certain end. And of course, we have secular rituals all 
through our lives that give us a comfortable feeling of being in 
control of things and that all is right with the world, whether it’s a 
ritual of getting up in the morning and making the first cup of coffee 
or a ritual of what one does at a family birthday party. These are 
rituals, too. 

But we are, of course, talking about the original and most intense 
rituals — those associated with religion. And we’re going to be 
looking at six examples, starting in this lecture with the rituals that 
were conducted at one of the most spectacular archaeological sites 
on earth, the palace of the Cretan king Minos on the island of Crete, 
at a site called Knossos. The site was discovered and excavated by a 
famous archaeologist named Sir Arthur Evans starting in the year 
1900. He brought to light a great, palatial ceremonial center, and he 
brought to light also artwork and artifacts that allowed him to 
reconstruct what must have been a central, if not the central, ritual of 
Minoan religion. We’re going to talk about his discovery, but what I 
would like to do first is introduce you to a myth, a popular Greek 
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myth that sent Arthur Evans there to Crete in the first place in 1900 
and inspired him to dig at the site of Knossos. 

This is the myth of Minotaur and the Labyrinth, and it was famous to 
ancient Greeks of the 5 th century B.C. as an explanation for their own 
history. The 5 th century B.C. is the time of the golden age when 
Athens was one of the dominant powers, when the people writing in 
and about Athens were projecting backward into the myths of 
legendary time and trying to see patterns of history that would lead 
up the glorious present. Athens, at that time, was a great sea power, 
and the Athenian who sort of invented scientific history, Thucydides, 
preceded his account of the Peloponnesian War, still a school text 
today, with a chronicle of sea power beginning with the kings of 
Crete. This must have seemed sort of an anomaly to ordinary people 
of that time, Greeks of the 5 th century B.C., because by their time, 
Crete was not a power at all. Knossos was not even known to exist 
anymore, and all of the glory of those ancient sea kings, sort of all 
collapsed under the single title of King Minos, it had gone. 

During the time of their great power, according to Thucydides and 
the other myth makers, King Minos had ruled the Aegean as the 
world’s first thalassocrat, sea ruler. And from his base on Crete, he 
sent out his ships in great fleets to bring in tribute to Crete. Athens 
was one of the many sites that the ships of King Minos visited, and 
insisted on bringing back treasure from these vassals, these 
subsidiary people. Well Minos’s control over the Aegean and even 
beyond — he was supposed to have sent his fleets to Sicily — was 
proven, to their minds, by the fact that there were little sites called 
Minoa at harbors scattered around the Aegean. They traced these 
back hundreds of years to the time when King Minos would have 
been the king of the Aegean. 

How did he get to Crete? How did Crete come to have this glorious 
position? Well, there was a myth to account for that. Let’s [first] take 
a moment and look at that word “myth,” which we do get from the 
Greeks. “Myth” is our short version of the Greek mythos. To them, it 
meant a story, and especially a story that explained something. And 
specifically, if you want to say that a myth is explaining something, 
how something began, like Rudyard Kipling’s myth about how the 
leopard got its spots, you call it an etiological myth, a myth about the 
beginnings of things. When we use “myth” today, we generally mean 
something not true. In fact, you often hear people state something 
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about the world and hear their respondent proclaim, “Oh, that’s just a 
myth.” And you know that means, “Whatever you may think, that’s 
false.” Myth was not that kind of falsehood to the Greeks. It was a 
story that could be true or could be false, but it tended to explain why 
the world was the way it was. 

And how did Crete become the great power in the Mediterranean, 
according to Greek myth? It was because of the god Zeus, supreme 
god of the Greek pantheon. He had fallen in love with a princess of 
Tyre in Phoenicia. He had disguised himself as a bull, and we are 
going to encounter bulls all the way through this lecture. In fact, the 
bull we’ve met before at Catalhoyok and places like that is going to 
dominate the Cretan myth. He lured this princess, whose name was 
Europa, on to his back. He plunged into the Mediterranean Sea and 
carried her to Crete, turned back into his divine form and ravished 
her. Descending from that union came a line of kings, the most 
important of whom was called Minos, the man whose name we have 
given to the entire dynasty of those Cretan kings. Minos was a great 
judge. Minos was a son of Zeus, a very wise man. Zeus himself was 
supposed to have been born in a cave on Crete — again, back in 
those caves and caverns where we are so often finding ourselves in 
this course. 

So, that was the background; it began with a bull. It began with a girl 
named Europa. Her name was ultimately given to the entire continent 
that lay beyond Crete, and it still bears the name of this girl in that 
Greek myth. Now, at Knossos King Minos established his capital, 
and according to the Athenian myth, he built there a special maze 
called the Labyrinth that contained a monster. Minos had a wife, 
Pasiphae. She was a very corrupted woman in her sexual outlook; 
she fell in love with a bull. She asked the court engineer, the sort of 
Leonardo Da Vinci of the time whose name was Daedalus, to make 
her a cow statue of wood so that she could slip inside, and the 
unsuspecting, beautiful bull could come up and have sexual union 
with the wooden cow, but she would be inside receiving the seed. 
And from that union came this monstrous beast with the head, or 
upper part, of a bull and the lower body of a man. It was so frightful 
that Minos put it in the heart of a labyrinth from which it could never 
escape, because it could never find its way out. But he used this 
horrific beast (that was carnivorous) as an instrument of his 
oppression of Athens and the other cities in his realm. He demanded 
that every nine years, the Athenians should send to Knossos seven of 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


9 


their youths, seven of their maidens, to be food for the Minotaur. 
And they would be pushed into the Labyrinth, lose themselves in the 
maze, and the Minotaur would eat them. 

Finally, the bondage of Athens was broken when a young hero named 
Theseus went to Crete through his fortunate friendship with a Cretan 
princess named Ariadne, who fell in love with him on site and gave him 
a ball of thread and a sword. He managed to unwind the ball of thread as 
he went into the Labyrinth, killed the Minotaur with the sword, and 
escaped following the clew (our word for a ball of twine or thread). He 
followed it back out and escaped with Ariadne, thus ending Minos’s 
domination of the seaways and preparing for a time when Athens would 
rule the waves. That was the myth. I’ve left out a great many episodes, 
but that was the core of the myth involving this strange family, this 
Cretan royal family, linked again and again to bulls. 

Sir Arthur Evans, in the year 1900, at a point where he was not yet 
Sir (He got knighted because of his discoveries at Knossos.), bought 
a lot of the land at Knossos, acquired the rights to dig there and with 
his own family money, bypassing all of the normal scholarly 
institutions and granting agencies, he began an immense project. 
This was a hilltop covered with acres of ruins. It was a tell. There 
were many layers of Knossos, but he was only interested in one. He 
was interested in one that would have been contemporary with or a 
little bit before the time of the Trojan War. That would have been 
around 1250 B.C. by the traditional reckoning for the Trojan War. 
We now know (I’d just like you to get immediately some orientation 
here in our calendar dates.) that the rise of the Cretan palaces started 
way back in about 2000 B.C. during the Bronze Age, that they 
endured for 600 years, with occasional disasters that shook down the 
palaces (this is a very earthquake-prone area.) or with catastrophic 
fires. And then, from about 1400 B.C., for another 200 years, to 
1200, Knossos alone seems to have been the dominant force on the 
island. The other palaces at places like Malia and Phaistos cease to 
function. Knossos became a sort of capital of Crete with its own king 
and with a great deal of influence from the Mycenaeans on the Greek 
mainland, the people who ruled from Mycenae, the people who are 
going to be culminating in the figure of Agamemnon, the great king 
who led the Greeks on the Trojan War. 

This was the sort of epic background to what Arthur Evans expected 
to find there, and he fully expected to find a sort of version of 
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Mycenae on the island of Crete. There was really nothing in the 
legends that suggested that it would be anything extraordinarily 
different from the life that Homer had described for his heroes at 
Mycenae, and Pylos, and Ithaca, and on the plain at Troy. In fact, the 
Cretan king named Idomeneus had gone to Troy as one of the kings 
associated with that great Greek enterprise. He brought a lot of his 
Cretan ships along. He was a follower, a successor of King Minos. 
And in Homer’s description of Crete, as he describes the background 
of many of the kings who are fighting there at Troy in that epic the 
Iliad , Homer said that Idomeneus ruled from a capital at Knossos 
and that there was a broad dancing floor where Ariadne had danced. 
So, he associated with Knossos and with its king, the king of all 
Crete, this princess, and a special dancing floor and that ritual of the 
dance that was already present in the Iliad. 

Arthur Evans began digging. He was one of those finders. He was 
one of those lucky people that we talked about who occasionally pop 
up in archaeology. What did he find in his first trench? The throne 
room. If anything could have pleased him, it was that. And it was 
only much later that he realized how anomalous that was, because he 
found very little evidence that Crete was actually controlled by a 
single hereditary monarch raised high above the rest of the 
population in the manner of Agamemnon at Mycenae. At Mycenae, 
you may know, elaborate royal tombs were discovered, similar to 
that royal tomb at Ur, where treasures were placed with heroic, royal, 
individuals who had obviously been at the top of a very narrow 
pyramid leading to a supreme ruler. Crete wasn’t like that; we don’t 
have elaborate royal tombs. In fact, the more that Evans sought to 
understand the site, the more anomalous that throne room became. 

Let me describe it for you. You’ve seen pictures of it, perhaps. There 
is a throne, often billed as the oldest throne in Europe, with a low 
seat, molded in a comfortable way to fit the posterior of whoever is 
sitting on it. And with a high back with curling sides; it’s kind of like 
an elongated seashell. On either side are benches upon which Evans 
pictured 20 counselors sitting to take the king’s orders, and on either 
side on the wall are frescoes of mythical beasts. Religions around the 
world are often accompanied by magical creatures, and in this case, 
they are griffins, hybrids between lions and eagles, with the heads 
and the wings of eagles and the bodies of lions. They were a very 
popular mythical beast we know from the time of the Bronze Age. 
We find them on a lot of Bronze Age Mycenaean and Minoan art, 
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and they were flanking the throne, emblems of power. Flanking that 
throne in the same way that (if we go all the way back to £atalhoyok, 
in Anatolia, in Asia Minor, modern Turkey, which is probably the 
source of our early Minoan population, not Phoenicia) Mother 
Goddess sits flanked by her leopards in that same kind of very 
powerful position — the mistress of beasts. 

Who was sitting on that throne? That’s the question. And also, is this 
really a throne such as we would expect to find in Buckingham 
Palace or somewhere else, the central focus of the palace itself? It 
doesn’t seem so. Behind the little bench that faces the throne is a 
great ritual pool, as if the real focus of the room is whatever 
purification activities or ablutions went on in that pool. It’s big 
enough that the people could actually have descended into the pool 
and had a sort of baptismal immersion in that water. Also, it’s just 
off a main court, a main courtyard, and it’s down a little flight of 
stairs with a doorway of no particular size or pretentiousness. So, it’s 
a low, dark, low-ceilinged room off this main courtyard. And at this 
point, it’s time for us to step back and look at the site as a whole. 

Knossos turned out to be arranged, or oriented, around a great open 
rectangle. Once Evans had cleared off the material that was covering 
the site, he exposed this vast plaza, a sort of ceremonial plaza in the 
middle in the shape of rectangle with a long axis oriented just a little 
bit to the east of true north-south. And all around it were elaborate 
rooms, wings, quarters, 18 different magazines or storage chambers 
filled with gigantic jars, Ali Baba type jars big enough to hold a 
human being, beautifully decorated. We call each one a pithos. (The 
plural is pithoi .) And in these would have been stored the olive oil, the 
wine, the dry goods that were the tributes sent up to the palace. Arthur 
Evans had been convinced these Bronze Age Cretans would have used 
a script, and indeed, he did find tablets and two different scripts, one 
called Linear A and one called Linear B. We now know they were 
probably the accounts that recorded what was in those huge jars that 
filled up the magazines under the main floors at Knossos and also 
what other things (wool and so on) were sent by the people to their 
overlord there at Knossos as their tribute from the land of Crete. 

He also found lots and lots of images. The bull was everywhere. The 
bull was present as an emblem hanging on walls. The bull was present 
in frescoes that showed the bull ramping and charging through 
landscapes of what he imagined might be sacred groves or sacred 
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trees. The bull was present as drinking vessels, its head turned upside 
down, the opening of the neck now the opening of the vessel. This is 
called a rliyton, and these rhytons seemed to be frequently found. But 
the art also showed something that really surprised Evans. He’d 
expected a monarchy, a kingship; after all, he named this culture after 
its king, its mythical, legendary King Minos. He called it Minoan, and 
he said that it was ancestral to the Mycenaean culture already 
discovered by Heinrich Schliemann on the mainland of Greece. 

What he saw in the frescoes shook him, because the dominant figure 
was not an individual male. The dominant figures weren’t males at 
all; they were women — extraordinarily confident, powerful looking, 
beautiful women wearing tightly laced bodices that exposed their 
breasts, ringlets of black hair, lots of makeup, red lips, outlined eyes, 
earrings, and then flounced skirts down to the ground. They could be 
seen by the dozens in large ceremonial scenes where audiences 
seemed arrayed around that central court watching something, 
watching a ceremony, all the women in blocks, the men nearby. The 
men, dark tanned from the sun, slender, beardless, seemed far less 
important than the women. And in many of the ritual scenes, men 
were relegated to carrying their rhytons, the ceremonial vessels filled 
with oil or wine for the offerings, the libations. It seemed to be the 
women who were running the show. He found an extraordinary 
statuette that showed a woman who he thought must be a priestess 
holding snakes in her hands and wearing a crown. In others, the 
women’s crowns were made of the seed pods of the poppy, as if 
perhaps ingesting the intoxicating poppy seeds was something 
particular to the women and allowed them to go into what we might 
think of as a shamanistic trance that would take them out of this 
world into the next world. 

He couldn’t see gods or goddesses on the wall art at all. But he was a 
collector. In fact, he’d been the conservator at the Ashmolean 
Museum at Oxford University, and he was very fascinated by the 
small finds, and some of those small finds— little gemstones, gold 
rings, seal stones that you would use to press into wax or clay and 
leave your sort of visual signature behind — these gemstones did 
seem to show the goddess herself larger than the women who were 
worshiping her as her priestesses, but dressed the same way, in the 
big flounced skirt and with some of the immense massiveness of our 
Mother Goddess, our Venus figures from back in the Paleolithic, the 
broad hips, the great breasts. A very commanding figure, sometimes 
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she was seen on a boat as if voyaging across the seas. Sometimes she 
was seen by a tree, and that tree, that sacred tree seemed to be an 
emblem of her power, as if she truly were the Earth Mother. One 
extraordinary ring showed, in a tiny space, a four-part scene in which 
the Mother Goddess was there. She was by the tree; people were 
coming to worship her, and then the roots of the tree took you down 
to a sort of divided underworld, and there were strange beings down 
there below the ground in what, if she was the Mother Goddess, 
would have been her special realm or perhaps the realm of the dead, 
where she ruled over them. 

Evans became more and more excited about this. It was so strange, 
so extraordinary, so unexpected that he would find this Mother 
Goddess and her votaries at a place he thought would be firmly 
controlled by a male monarch. But what really caught him, what 
seemed to bring the two strands together, were the bulls. The bulls, 
of course, are emblems of masculinity, and in one of the rooms of the 
great palace of Knossos that he uncovered, there was a special fresco 
that showed a bull in an extraordinary situation, a situation that 
Evans interpreted as a ritual. It’s that ritual that we are going to 
follow in his interpretations of the site right now. 

The bull was shown rampaging across the wall. It was a great, 
brown, spotted bull, a wild bull, clearly, and yet the fact is that if we 
look at the bullfight cultures still in the world today, in Portugal, in 
Mexico, in Spain, France, a few other countries, bulls from domestic 
herds are allowed to run completely wild in certain valleys or 
isolated places so that they will be wild and free for the bullfights. 
So, we’re not certain whether this is still sort of a descendent of the 
aurochs, and truly wild, or whether it’s simply a bull from the 
domesticated herd allowed to grow up on its own and feel wild and 
free. Certainly its ancestors must have been brought over to the 
island of Crete a few thousand years earlier by the ancestors of the 
Minoans, because Crete would not have had, originally, any bulls or 
big land animals on it until people brought them because of the 
cutting off of the land from mainland by the rise of the 
Mediterranean Sea a couple of million years earlier. 

So, the bulls are brought; some of them are allowed to grow up big 
and fierce and free, and here was this rampaging bull. Why was there 
an element of ritual here? Because there were three human beings 
interacting with the bull. At least one of them appeared to be a young 
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woman — perhaps two of them. They were dressed in special garb: 
They had very tight-waisted little, short — it’s hard to know what to 
call them, somewhere a cross between a loincloth and a tunic. It 
hung down from their waist, a short way down on either side of their 
hips. And they had special little pointed boots that they were 
wearing — elaborate, very colorful jewelry, and headdresses, and so 
on. And one was in front of the bull, one was behind it with arms 
extended, and the third was vaulting over the bull’s back as if it had 
just caught hold of the bull’s horns in a sort of rodeo maneuver and 
used the bull’s horns to pitch himself in the air and vault over the 
back of the bull. And the figure behind was clearly about to catch 
him as he came down on the ground. So, they were young people, 
men and women, involved in a dance with a wild bull. What an 
extraordinary thing. Nothing in the Greek myths about the bulls had 
suggested this, although they of course suggested many other things. 

Now, one of the puzzles was, was this even possible? Evans sought 
for more clues. He looked back at his small collections of rings and 
seal stones, and he found many scenes that showed people 
interacting with the bulls. One of them, very interesting, showed a 
bull in a place, in an architectural setting, where there was a little 
stone manger or crib of some kind, or maybe a water trough. The 
bull was up with its head down as if drinking or eating from this. 
And that slim, athletic human figure (couldn’t tell whether it was girl 
or boy) was leaping — again, somersaulting — and was in the air 
upside down in a very acrobatic position over the bull's horns. So 
this wasn’t just a single fantasy. Here it was again. He found more 
clues everywhere. By now, in our own time, similar images have 
even been found in wall paintings on monuments that were created 
by Minoan traders who moved down to Egypt, who crossed the 
Mediterranean Sea, established themselves in the Delta, and put 
scenes of this bull dancing or bull vaulting on their dwelling places 
or on their tombs there. 

So, it’s said to have happened. People really imagine this happening. 
And we know in fact, now, from a broader view of interactions with 
bulls even in our time that something like this can be done. The 
classic image of the bullfight is the Spanish matador, a word that 
means “the killer,” with his red cape and his sword approaching the 
bull after its been exhausted and bled by other means, and then 
killing it with the stroke of the sword. The bull is, in fact, being 
sacrificed in a way. But that’s not the only mode of bullfighting. In 
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several regions like the south of France and all through Portugal, 
young men get in the ring, dare the bull to charge them, and then 
tackle the bull head on and are often pitched over the bull’s back just 
as we see in that image in the palace of King Minos. So, it did seem 
real. It did seam that there was a central ceremony involving the bull 
and this challenge, this contest of the bull, the wild brute force of 
nature versus these light, bright, highly civilized young athletes who 
were pitting their own skill, and wits and swiftness against the brute 
force and charge of that bull. 

Where had these things taken place? Evans thought (I think rightly.) 
that that was one of the points of the gigantic, rectangular plaza or 
courtyard that he found at Knossos and that has been found since 
then in the center of every single Cretan palace, that this was a 
ceremonial space for that bull dancing ritual. I noticed that in the 
southeast comer of the long, rectangular yard, there’s a place where 
you can get access to the outside of the palace zone, and I believe 
that is the way that the bull was brought up. You certainly can’t 
handle the bull, as I have seen the elaborate arrangements in Portugal 
for getting those bulls into the bull ring when they’re wild, and 
charging, and so on that there would have been hurdles and so on, 
wooden frames, that sort of channeled the bull up that slope into the 
courtyard and then into the stands. 

So, let’s try reconstruct this ritual as it might have happened and 
think about what it may signify. Here is this great courtyard. Here 
are these young people out there waiting to face the bull. They’re 
risking their lives; that seems very clear, and somebody’s going to 
die. The bull will eventually be sacrificed; that seems certain. We see 
those severed heads of the bull used as rhytons and so on. But after 
their prayers, after their procession around the ring to present 
themselves, if we go on what modem bullfighters do and after the 
equivalent — whatever the Minoan Bronze Age equivalent was of 
crossing oneself, which is what modern bullfighters do in those 
Catholic countries do also — in comes the bull. And now, something 
begins that is both entertainment, a contest, and a ritual. We’re going 
to encounter it again with the Mayan ball game. The places around 
the great rectangle are filled with the cheering women and men of 
the Minoan court. The young people show their skill. The bull tosses 
them over his back. They land. They’re safe, or they fall and they 
have broken bones. But ultimately that bull will be sacrificed. 
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If we remember back to some things about getting the horses sweaty 
at the funeral that lbn Fahdlan witnessed of the Viking king, the idea 
that animals should work themselves before the sacrifice seems 
widespread. I think the bull was more acceptable to that Earth 
Mother because it had been part of this contest. And what about the 
whole myth? Evans decided that long after the palace had been 
shaken down and destroyed, classical Greeks came, saw the maze of 
walls and rooms of the magazines (the upper floors were gone), saw 
the great plaza in the middle, saw the fresco of the bull dancers on 
the wall and all those images of bulls, and misinterpreted the entire 
thing as being a place of sacrifice not of the bull, but of the young 
people who came and challenged the bull. They were the ones in the 
myth who suffered death. The bull was a monster who lived on. 
Thus, a later age in Evans’s mind had created a myth to explain an 
archaeological site that they could not explain in any other way and 
the maze of corridors became the labyrinth ot the myth. 

Evans was so persuasive about the importance of this new 
civilization he discovered that, in 1907, an article was printed by 
another scholar claiming that all of Minoan, Crete, and Knossos in 
particular were the lost Atlantis of Plato. But that, my friends, is 
another myth for another day. 
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Lecture Fourteen 
Oracle Bones in Ancient China 


Scope: 

The most ancient recorded dynasty of Chinese rulers, the Shang, 
were believed to be mythical until 20"'-century excavations 
revealed their capital city at Anyang in northern China. Despite their 
alleged supernatural powers and incredible life spans, the Shang 
proved to be Bronze Age kings of the 2 nd millennium B.C., 
contemporaries of similar dynasties in Egypt and the Near East. At 
Anyang archaeologists discovered thousands of bones — mainly the 
scapulae of oxen or sheep and the carapaces of turtles — bearing 
inscriptions in the oldest known form of Chinese characters. These 
showed that an important duty of Shang kings was religious. These 
oracle bones recorded questions put to the deities by the king on 
behalf of himself or his people. When touched with a red-hot 
poker, the bone fractured in a way that provided a yes or no answer. 
These artifacts not only illuminate ancient Chinese religion for us but 
also record the deeds of Shang queen Fu Hao, commander of the 
royal armies. 


Outline 

I. In this lecture, our site is Anyang, China. 

A. Anyang was the capital of a dynasty of rulers that were 
believed to belong to myth: the Shang. 

B. Chroniclers said that around 1700-1600 B.C., the Shang 
dynasty was being established by Shang Tang. 

C. A golden age lasted through 10 of the 30 Shang monarchs, 
but then the decay set in, making way for the Zhou dynasty 
by about 1 050 B.C. 

II. Archaeologists and historians did not believe that the 

Shang existed. 

A. In a Zhou tomb, bronze vessels were found that proclaimed 
they had been taken from the Shang. Still, there were no 
specific documents to prove that the Shang kings existed. 
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B. The use of “dragon bones” in traditional Chinese medicine 
led to two more remarkable archaeological discoveries. 

1. The bones from Chicken Bone Hill at Choukoutien led 
to the discovery of the Homo erectus, also known as 
Peking Man. 

2. Healers discovered a set of bones with writing on them. 
They took the bones to a scholar, who identified the 
writing as some of the oldest Chinese characters known 
at that time. 

C. These bones were oracle bones, part of a divination process, 
and the startling thing was that they seemed to belong to the 
Shang: The names of Shang kings and queens, particularly 
Wu-ting, were written on them. 

III. At Anyang, massive archaeological projects started in the 1920s 

and continue up to the present day. 

A. Anyang was the capital of the latter part of the Shang, and 
here was this royal archive of shoulder blades and tortoise 
shells, all of them inscribed. 

B. Anyang was an extraordinarily large place for a Bronze Age 
city, surrounded by walls of beaten earth four miles around. 

C. Within the royal quarter, in the center, there were 53 beaten 
earth mounds, each surmounted by what would have been a 
wooden structure with a thatch roof. 

D. Inside those buildings, the gods were worshiped, the 
administration of the kingdom was carried on, the military 
necessities were attended to, and the king and all of his court 
lived and practiced the rituals that lay at the heart of their 
duty to their people. 

E. The king and his court acted as the intermediaries between 
the world of the living and the land of the dead and of the 
gods, especially the god Shang Ti. 

F. We know from the Book of Rites that life at the Shang court 
was completely circumscribed by the expectations of ritual. 

IV. Consulting oracle bones is a ritual that we can reconstruct in 

some detail. 

A. Divination goes on in the palace and involves the king and 
some divination specialists. 

B. Royal musicians are brought in and start performing. 
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C. Then our specialists come in with the bone or the piece of 
turtle shell, and a piece of metal is heated until it is red hot. 

D. At that point the question is written on the shell or bone. 

E. The diviner then touches the bone with the hot metal, or the 
king does himself, and it cracks from the heat. 

F. The cracks run across the bone and through the characters in 
such a way that it can now be interpreted by the king. 

G. That interpretation is written on the bone. 

H. That bone or tortoise shell will be taken and threaded to form 
part of the palace archives. 

V. The questions asked on these oracle bones covered a broad range 
of subjects. 

A. Wu-ting asked on over 1 70 different oracle bones about his 
consort Fu Hao and her role as leader of his armies. 

B. These oracle bones give us a window into the preoccupations 
of a dynasty that was once believed mythical and show them 
as all too human. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. We have described some of the topics that, judging from the 
questions on the oracle bones, obsessed the rulers of Shang 
China. What topics inspire the “oracles” of our own time to 
attempt to predict the future? 

2. Why do you think the Shang kings kept an archive of all the 
oracle bone questions and responses? 
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Lecture Fourteen — Transcript 

Oracle Bones in Ancient China 

Welcome back. In this second lecture in our section on rituals, we 
pass from Knossos, the site on Crete where its excavator expected to 
find signs of a great monarchical regime and a royal coat, and didn’t, 
and therefore concluded that perhaps Minos himself might have been 
mythical as a great ruling figure, to a far off land from Crete, China, 
but to a people who were alleged to rule at about the same time as 
those Bronze Age kings, or sacred kings, of Crete and the Minoan 
world. We are going to Shang China. And we are going to a dynasty 
of rulers that was recorded in the ancient annals and histories of 
China (all of them written down in the first few centuries B.C.), but 
was only known for a long time through these written records and 
about whom there were so many fantastic stories told that they, too, 
were believed to belong not to history, but to myth, legend, and saga. 

This involves two early dynasties of China. One is called the Xia, and 
the other is the Shang, and it's the Shang that concerns us. The 
chroniclers of these ancient, real, or mythical dynasties had firmly in 
their minds a pattern of history in which something called the mandate 
of heaven was passed from dynasty to dynasty through a very cyclical 
kind of way, almost a ritual in itself, imposed on larger time. A 
dynasty would be in power. It would have the mandate of heaven. All 
would go well, and then it would begin to abuse its power, indulge 
itself in material things, neglect the gods, and the mandate of heaven 
would then pass to a young, new, energetic king, who would take over, 
start a new dynasty, which would then repeat the cycle. It was said by 
the chroniclers that in some time around 1700-1600 B.C., if we sort of 
add back all the different lengths of reigns, but roughly at the same 
time that the palaces were being built on Crete, a dynasty called the 
Shang was established by a young rebel lord, a man who had been a 
vassal to the previous Xia king. His name was Shang Tang, but he was 
veiy virtuous. The Xia king was very corrupt. There were terrible 
portents from heaven and, in the rebellion that followed, the young 
Shang ruler managed to defeat the forces of the Xia king and establish 
his new dynasty, which ruled for more than 600 years, according to the 
chronicles. There were 30 Shang kings in 17 generations. The reason 
that there were fewer generations than kings is that the Shang were 
alleged to have a system of passing down the monarchy first to 
younger brothers and only then to sons. 
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In this time, the pattern of the mandate of heaven was repeated. All 
of the terrible climatic disasters that were going on at the time that 
the Xia were losing their grip suddenly ended. A golden age 
appeared. There was justice, order, conquests of the outlying places, 
and pushing back of the barbarians, the people called the Fong, to the 
north — those riders of the steppes. People were safe. People were 
treated well by the king. And this lasted through 10 of the 30 Shang 
monarchs, and then the decay set in. And as that dynasty went on, it 
too experienced the loss of the mandate of heaven; the final and 30 
Shang king was alleged to have been drowned by the gods in wine 
because he had neglected the sacrifices. He had become corrupt and 
oppressive to the people. And a new ruler, a local lord of a place 
called Zhou, took over and established the Zhou dynasty, and that 
would have been sometime around 1050 B.C. 

Archaeologists and historians didn’t believe that the Xia or the Shang 
existed, so it was a great shock when a tomb of the Zhou was opened 
up and beautiful bronze vessels were found on which it was 
proclaimed that these were the bronze ceremonial cauldrons, or 
vessels, that had been taken from the Shang when the mandate of 
heaven passed to the Zhou. Well, this seemed to be proof that there 
perhaps had been a Shang Dynasty after all, but there were still no 
specific documents to prove that the kings named in the old chronicles 
had ever existed. And then a remarkable discovery was made. 

It happened in north China on the plain of the Yellow River at a 
place called Anyang. Near this modern town, there was a family 
living who had a child with a fever, and a member of the family was 
sent to the local apothecary to get medicine. Now, medicine in China 
is of almost a shamanistic nature. In some cases, the traditional 
medicine often calls for grinding up special things like rhinoceros 
horn for potency, for special herbs, special plants, special substances. 
One of these was something called dragon bones. And the culling of 
dragon bones or materials that could serve as dragon bones in 
Chinese pharmacy accounted for two remarkable archaeological 
discoveries, both of them in the early 20 ,h century. First of all, dragon 
bones from a place called Chicken Bone Hill near Beijing at a place 
called Choukoutien .where there were caves, led to the discovery of 
that form of Homo erectus we now know as Peking Man, because 
those were his bones that were being ground up, and the bones of all 
of that group of fossils that were left in those caves from about half a 
million years ago. 
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The other set of bones, less spectacular than being bones of our 
human or humanoid ancestors, were, in fact, among those being 
carried to the home of the sick child, which included some of the 
bases of tortoise shells, that plastron, the ventral part of the shell, the 
flat lower surface. And as they were about to be ground up by the 
family to make into the powder that would be applied as a poultice or 
taken internally, somebody noticed there’s writing on those shells. 
And they took them to a scholar, and the scholar became very 
excited because the writing resembled the oldest Chinese characters 
at that time known, except from some ancient bronzes which had 
very similar pictograms on them. These pictograms of that early 
Chinese writing, developing some time between 3,000 and 4,000 
years before the present, before our own time — those pictograms 
were very simple representations of ideas. 

They’re the ancestors of Chinese characters. A single pictogram can 
represent the sun, or the moon, or the rain, or the will of heaven — an 
abstract idea or a concrete physical object. And in the earliest Chinese 
writing, those things tended to still look like themselves. So, in that old 
script, a little line for the horizon and three triangular peaks with the 
middle one taller — that was mountains. Well, they looked like 
mountains. In modern Chinese script, the brush strokes have created a 
single line for the horizon and then three standing strokes. You can see 
the derivations, but the mountains are no longer obvious. And to sort 
of turn it on its head — rain in the old script would be a line to represent 
heaven and three little rows of drops. The modem character for rain 
still has the line at the top for the line of heaven, but the drops have 
turned into a very complicated mass of lines and curves that you 
would never associate visually with rain. Same thing for sun — a little 
circle with a dot in the earliest Chinese characters, and in the modern, 
because circles are a little bit hard to draw with those brushes, four 
brush strokes forming an oblong and a straight line across where the 
eye of the sun used to be looking at you. 

So, here was this scholar who was aware of these discoveries. He 
could recognize these characters, and he became very excited and 
went to the apothecary and asked where they came from. And the 
apothecary finally confessed (I mean, he was not eager to let it be 
known what was the source of his supply) it’s from near Anyang. So, 
the scholar went to the spot that he had been told near Anyang and 
found a village there and lots of farmers who seemed to know all 
about it but wouldn’t say anything. And finally he found a child who 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


23 


7 AnriPni K Inin IS 


was willing to take him to the place where these bones were coming 
out of the ground. And there turned out to be both the lower parts of 
tortoise shells that he’d seen and then thousands of the scapulae, the 
shoulder blades of oxen and sheep, and they all had this writing on 
them. The writing was etched in black. It was very easy to pick out 
these bones; they were all cracked but, in many cases, pretty well 
preserved. And thousands of them were collected. Several scholars 
worked on them, and eventually it was realized that these were 
oracle bones. We might think of them as the ancestors of that set of 
little tablets or coins or strips that are now called the I-Ching, part of 
a Taoist tradition for telling the future. 


These bones were part of a divination process, and the startling thing 
was that they seemed to belong the Shang. The names of Shang 
kings appeared on the Oracle bones, the names of some of the 
consorts. There had been a royal consort, a royal wife named Fu 
Hao, who was doubted to have ever existed, because she was 
credited as being a great military leader who led the armies of her 
husband into battle. Flere she was, along with questions about how 
that all worked and whether she was the right choice for the king to 
make. So, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, suddenly the 
Shang stepped from the mists of legends and myth into the world of 
historical reality. Many of the Shang kings of that alleged 30 that 
were in the ancient, supposedly mythical records showed up by name 
in these oracle bones. But most of them did seem to belong to the 
reign of Fu Hao’s husband King Wu-ting, somewhere around the 
21 st , 22 nd or 23 rd of the 30 kings of the Shang. 


This king had had his preoccupations with the barbarians, the Fong. 
Fle’d had his military preoccupations. But he’d had many others as 
well. Everything that he wondered about, everything that concerned 
him as a man, as a father, as a husband, as the ruler of a country, 
seemed to have been put into the texts on these oracle bones. We’re 
talking about archaeological studies of ritual and the reconstruction of 
religious rites. This is our next one, to reconstruct the rituals behind 
these oracle bones. But before we do that, I d like to give you a larger 
picture, just as we did with the palace of Minos, the so-called palace of 
Minos at Knossos in Crete. We’re now going to look at Anyang, 
because even before World War I, there was an interest in digging 
there. Massive projects started in the 1 920s, and it continued up to the 
present day. This turned out to be the Shang capital of the latter part of 
the Shang. They moved their capital around, either based on that 
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Geomancy, that earth magic, sort of the feng shui principles that we 
talked about when we were discussing the placement of the tomb of 
the first emperor in our section on death and burial. Or, they were 
moving around because, in fact, this succession of monarchs are a 
series of people all within the Shang realm who, from their own cities, 
are taking over the supreme kingship, the supreme rulership, and then 
transferring the capital to their own homes. Until a lot more of these 
are excavated, we really won't know the answer to the question of 
why there are several capitals. 

At any rate, Anyang proved to be the capital of the latter series of 
Shang kings. And here was this royal archive of what is now about 
100,000 shoulder blades, all of them inscribed and painted with these 
questions and answers that have been put to the invisible forces 
beyond the veil of this material world, asking for guidance and an 
attempt at divination. And there have been about 20,000 of those 
tortoise shell segments that have been found also used in the same 
way. Because of the preponderance in the early finds of those 
shoulder blades in the ox and the sheep, a special term was devised 
for this kind of divination. It’s a lovely term — “scapulimancy,” for 
the scapula that gives you the medium on which you are writing the 
question. And “mancy,” that is, taking us back to our mantis, our 
prophet; it's a way of foretelling the future through shoulder blades. 

Now, the Shang capital at Anyang turned out to have been an 
extraordinarily large place for what was then a Bronze Age city, an 
urban center. It had walls four miles around of beaten earth. And the 
beating of the earth was something special to this Yellow River 
Valley, because it didn't have a lot of building stone. It’s like 
Mesopotamia; you’re in a place where the bedrock lies deep, deep, 
deep below the sediments laid down by the river with its annual 
floods. So, the people found a way to get cement-like constructions 
just out of the soil. They would bring the soil, spread it out, contain it 
in wooden frames or cribs, and then beat it until it was as hard as 
rock, and then lay another layer and do the same. And up they would 
work, creating what the French call pise — trodden upon, or beaten 
down, earth structures. Ultimately, every important building was set 
on one of these platforms made in this way. So, the four-mile circuit 
of the walls of this city that I will call Anyang, this capital city of 
Shang kings, had within it not only the homes of a lot of the nobility, 
the artisans, and some of the artisans like the bronze crafters 
who made those beautiful vessels through the lost wax methods. 
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They were very fine homes, and they were given pretty princely 
burials themselves. 

But within the royal quarter, in the center, there were 53 of these 
mounds, these beaten earth mounds, each one surmounted by what 
would have been a grand wooden structure with thatch or some kind 
of tiling or wooden slats for the roof. And inside those buildings, the 
gods were worshiped, the administration of the kingdom was carried 
on, the military necessities were attended to, and the king and all of 
his court lived and practiced the rituals that lay at the heart of their 
duty to their people. They were the ones who had to act as the 
intermediaries, and the king, above all, the supreme intermediary, 
between the world of the living and the land of the dead and of the 
gods, the ancestral spirits were spoken to by the king, and the gods 
themselves led almost exclusively by one god, one deity above all 
others, certainly anthropomorphic in a way, but not pictured as 
somebody like Zeus with passions, and human frailties, and lustings 
after young Phoenician princesses. 

No, this high god Shang Ti, this sort of heavenly power that is above 
all others, and that “Di” at the end of his name you’ll recognize as 
that element that our first emperor of China, Qin Shihuangdi, put at 
the end of his name in an attempt to establish his own god-hood and 
immortality. Shang Ti was the supreme sovereign god. He was the 
lord of heaven. He was the target of most of the prayers and most of 
the questions that were being addressed to the others, to the beings 
on the other side of the great divide. 

Now, the Shang court must have been a place of a vast amount of 
rituals. 1 think we can get some idea of the importance of the rituals to 
the Shang if we consider a piece of writing from the later period of the 
Zhou, and the Qin, and the Han. This is a book called the Book of 
Riles, the book of rituals written down by a Chinese scholar of a later 
generation. But nonetheless, 1 think it captures for us the feeling of a 
life completely circumscribed by the expectations of ritual, of religious 
ceremony, of carrying out certain actions and offerings that are really 
what keep the realm going, much more so than simple military 
strategies or economic plans. And before we get into the specific ritual 
of the oracle bones, I would just like to read a passage from that Book 
of Rites which gives us a sense of how much this meant to the Chinese 
at that time, and 1 think it helps explain part of the very striking nature 
and striking character or Chinese civilization as a whole. 
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Of all things that sustain humanity, the greatest is li, ritual. 
Without li, it would be impossible to correctly make 
offerings to the spirits of heaven and earth. Without li, it 
would be impossible to establish due order between king and 
subject, between elder and child, between high and low. So 
we offer wine and animals for sacrifice. We bring our 
musicians, array them in rows, the flute players, the string 
players, the players of the bells and the cymbals. And so we 
offer prayers that we may bring down Shang Ti, supreme 
god, and the ancestral spirits, then all relations and feelings 
are harmonized and rectified. Thus li, ritual, wins the 
blessings of heaven. 

In that extraordinary passage — and I did compress and paraphrase it in 
the middle where it got into all the details of exactly how the wine and 
the sacrificial animals were presented — we get a sense of the centrality 
of ritual that I can only compare to that extraordinary letter to the 
Corinthians written by Paul, which puts the same central focus on 
“agape,” welcoming, open, tolerant love. Ritual is explained here as 
something that helps us get an insight into what these oracle bones 
meant, and we also get a sense of what are the accompaniments of the 
ritual — the music and the bringing in of the wine, which will be an 
offering. It’s in those beautiful, bronze vessels. They are meant to 
carry the wine; they are meant to be brought in — the red wine in one 
place, the clear wine in another — to be poured out, offered to the gods, 
offered to the ancestral spirits in the same way that the animals are. 

Now, there were many rituals going on at the Shang court. The 
establishment of the house, you don’t lay a cornerstone, because 
there is no stone, but the point where you spread out that first mass 
of earth within the wooden frame and start your pounding, there is a 
ceremony, there is a ritual. Typically, animals and people are 
sacrificed at that point and put in pits near the building, the building 
of a house. The birth of a child, the coronation or installation of a 
king, the launching of a military campaign, trying to divert a terrible 
spell of weather — all of these things call for rituals. 

And we’ve got one ritual, the ritual of consulting the oracle bones, 
that we can actually reconstruct in some detail thanks to 
archaeological studies of these bones. As I said, more than 100,000 
bones or turtle plastrons have now been collected, so we have what 
an archaeologist would call a vast corpus, a vast body of evidence, 
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and that’s always good in the eyes of people like archaeologists, 
because we want to be drowning in data. We want masses of data so 
that individual variations can’t take over the evidence and steer us 
wrong. And in fact, these oracle bones seem to be present in such 
numbers and give us so many clues that we can get a pretty clear 
idea of the divination procedure. 

Let’s look at it, what it would be. Divination goes on in the palace. It 
is a duty, a function of the king, but he has specialists associated. He 
has diviners, and they are going to participate in this ritual. Rituals, 
of course, as I said at the very beginning of the last lecture, will have 
their special personnel who are involved in order to do it right, and 
they will have special materials. Now, the oracle bones don’t tell us 
this, but presumably those other accompaniments to ritual that we 
heard about in the Book of Rites and that we know existed in the time 
of the Shang, the musical instruments — many musical instruments 
have been found in Shang excavations. It was obviously a crucially 
important part of their life. Clay pipes or flutes like the Mexican 
musical instrument called the ocarina — those have been discovered. 
Bronze cymbals, stone chimes, a little bit like the wind chimes we’re 
familiar with, but struck together by the human hand. All of these 
show us an orchestra of musical instruments harnessed not to 
pleasure-giving at concerts necessarily, but to evoking the holy 
presence at the rituals. And this is something I’ve spoken about again 
and again, that rituals often surround themselves with music or with 
music and dance as part of the accompaniment to the core rite that is 
being performed. So, I think we can imagine the royal musicians 
brought in, set in their rows (as the Book of Rites describes) and 
performing, filling the air with these sounds. 

Then our specialists come in. The diviners bring in the bone or the 
piece of turtle shell that is going to be used that day, and a piece of 
metal, something like a poker, is heated in a brazier or over some coals 
until it is red hot. And at that point, on the shell or on the bone, the 
question is written. Let me give you a typical question. If the king goes 
hunting in the mountains of [name of mountains], will it rain? That’s 
written on the bone. The diviner then touches the bone with the red hot 
metal, or the king does himself, and it cracks from the heat. And the 
cracks run across the bone and through the characters in such a way 
that it can now be interpreted. Who interprets it? The king himself 
comes forward, looks at the way the cracks have crossed the bone, and 
gives his interpretation. That interpretation is then written on the bone, 
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and when the thing that was asked about comes to pass, another 
annotation will be written at the bottom to complete the sequence, and 
they're not always all there. But another annotation is given at the 
bottom about what happened. 

The ceremony is over, blit there’s one more part of the ritual, very 
essential in China where keeping the records was almost a holy duty. 
That bone or that tortoise shell will be taken and threaded on some 
kind of a long string, cord, stick, something with lots of others of the 
same kind and form part of the palace archives. And it’s believed 
that’s what was dug into at those first excavations at this site near 
Anyang, this royal Shang city, by good fortune were the archive of 
the palace. What a change from such a place as King Nestor in Pylos 
in Greece, which was being excavated at about the same time, the 
1930s in Greece, by Carl Blegen. He came down on the record room 
of the palace, and it was all accounts written in Linear B — how many 
tons of wool, how much honey, how much oil. Here it’s all questions 
that the king is asking. 

Now, the questions covered a broad range of subjects. There were 
dynastic questions. There were astronomical questions about the 
heavens, because there were star watchers at the Chinese court 
(another group of diviners), and they had observed planets like 
Mercury. They saw comets; they were curious about the Sun, and the 
Moon, and eclipses, and they would ask questions about these and 
their impact on the country as a whole. Questions about the harvests, 
questions about the economy, questions about those pesky Fong 
riders up to the north behind what would ultimately be the line 
formed by the Great Wall. And then questions about war — war in 
general and who should lead the armies. Wu-ting, that king that I 
mentioned earlier repeatedly, asked on over 170 different oracle 
bones about his consort Fu Hao and her role as leader of his armies. 
And by an extraordinary stroke of luck, we not only have the 1 70 or 
180 oracle bones in the archive related to Fu Hao, but we’ve got her 
tomb. Among the 11 or so royal tombs of the Shang was a tomb with 
multiple artifacts engraved with her name Fu Hao, [who] did prove 
to be of this queen general who had been so important to this famous 
king Wu-ting. There were thousands of artifacts in her tomb — bronze 
vessels, lots and lots of weaponry', which were not normally part of a 
woman’s tomb, confirming her war-like interests and her role as a 
leader of the kingdom’s armies. There were axes, daggers, lots and 
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lots of arrowheads along with the combs and jade objects that would 
have been appropriate to any high-ranking woman. 

She was placed in a lacquered coffin. The whole arrangement is 
almost as if they’d read the book that was written by the kings of Ur 
on how to make a royal tomb. It was a deep pit. There was a ramp 
leading down into the pit. The small chamber in the middle of the pit 
held the coffin and the treasures (in her case, a lacquered coffin). A 
special pit below the coffin had some treasures and offerings in it. 
And outside were about 60 human sacrifices. So, we are seeing an 
interesting parallel to what’s going on with those kings of Ur. 

I’d like to end with a few oracles. The king dreamed that he saw 
white cattle; does this foretell a catastrophe? A toothache is such- 
and-such an ancestor causing the pain? Will western regions have 
good crops? Shall we sacrifice 10 people of the Shang to the first 
ancestor? And then, finally, a very complete sequence that shows us 
that an element of Chinese culture that is still troubling and 
controversial today was present in the time of the Shang. I’d like you 
to picture that scene that we’ve evoked: The ritual of the king 
coming forward, the diviner holding the shell and everything else. 
They give a date — on such-and-such a day, the shell was cracked. 
Co — that’s the name of the diviner — performed divination the royal 
wife by the name of— they give her name — is going to bear a child. 
Will this be a fortunate event? There’s your question. Then the king 
interpreted the cracks. He said, "If birth occurs on such-and-such a 
day, it will be fortunate. If on a different date, it will be greatly 
auspicious.” And I have to say 1 really admire the king to give not a 
"yes and no” answer, but a "yes and really yes” answer. The birth 
occurred on a date different from either one named by the king, three 
weeks and one day later. Not fortunate: It was a girl. 

These oracle bones give us a window into the preoccupations of a 
dynasty that used to be believed mythical and showed them as all too 
human behind that mask of the court procedure, the rites, and all of 
their interest in communing with the spirits and with the great Shang 
Ti himself. 
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Lecture Fifteen 

Sun and Sexuality in Early Scandinavia 


Scope: 

In the worldwide search for clues about ceremonies of lost religions, 
the rock art, or petroglyphs, of Tanum parish in western Sweden 
shine unexpected light on the religious rituals practiced in northern 
Europe during the Bronze Age. Artists from farming and seafaring 
communities carved thousands of images into smooth granite rock 
faces, most of which originally bordered the sea. Ships, funerals, 
sacred sexual couplings, dancers, acrobats, warriors, plowmen, and 
processions help us reconstruct a vibrant religious experience. 
Certain scenes and figures suggest that the myths and beliefs of the 
2 nd and 1 st millennia B.C. endured into the age of the later Viking and 
Celtic peoples. 


Outline 

I. In this lecture we reconstruct the rituals of an ordinary 
set of farming communities in southwestern Sweden and 
surrounding areas. 

A. My doctoral dissertation was about the evolution of the 

Viking longship. 

B. What drew me to this area of Sweden were the ships in the 

rock art, carved around and after 1200 B.C. I wanted to see 

what similarities there might be to the later Viking ships. 

C. The ships in the rock art seemed to be of a ritual nature. 

1. Some ships were definitely on land. 

2. Some art showed acrobats leaping and somersaulting 
over the ships. 

3. Some showed a man with his hands raised in worship 
while looking at horses drawing the ship across the land 
as part of a procession. 

4 . There were scenes of men and women in sexual 
union on board the ships, of gods on the ships, and of 
musicians on the ships playing great curved horns. 

5. There were people wearing horned helmets; they were 
likely shamans. 

6. On some ships, corpses were being laid out for burial. 
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D. I began to study this rock art; it was farmers’ art, 
but it seemed to express religious ideas of great depth 
and complexity. 

II. The three-age classification system — Stone, Bronze, and Iron 

was invented in this part of the world. 

A. In the early 19 th century, people were archaeology mad, 
particularly for Greek, Roman, and biblical artifacts. 

B. The Scandinavians were instead interested in their own past. 

C. The artifacts they discovered could be dated by the materials 
of which they were made. 

1. The oldest pieces were made of the chipped stone of the 
Paleolithic and Mesolithic; then came the polished stone 
of the Neolithic, and then a transition to bronze. 

2. Bronze came before iron because copper and tin for 
bronze melt at a lower temperature than iron ore does. 

III. In southern Scandinavia, bronze weapons that were used by the 

Vikings were found. 

A. Studying the weapons, we don’t find lots of battering on the 
edges; they seem almost ceremonial, reinforcing the idea that 
northern Europe was set apart from the conflicts of the south. 

B. Scandinavia was getting rich because it provided goods that 
the peoples of the Mediterranean coveted, especially amber, 
eiderdown, walrus ivory, and furs. 

C. The Mediterranean people sent bronze back to Scandinavia, 
which was then cast into beautiful weapons, ornaments, and 
ceremonial objects. 

D. Viking communities were mainly farming communities. 

IV. We focus on southwest Sweden because that is where most of 

the rock art lies. 

A. When studies began to be published in the 19 th century, what 
shocked scholars was the amount of raw sexual activity in 
this rock art between men and women — and sometimes 
between men and beasts. 

B. The rock art provides in this lively cartoon style a record 
that at first might be taken for scenes from everyday life; 
however, there seemed to be evidence of religious activity. 
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C. A plowing figure appears to be a farmer, but we know from 
Frasier’s Golden Bough that one of the duties of the sacred 
king was to plow the first three ceremonial furrows in spring. 

D. Scenes of what seemed like combat were contests or 
ceremonial fights between well-matched warriors because 
this sort of ritualized fight pleased the gods. 

E. Similarly there were processions of people carrying ritual 
objects, spears, or axes aloft; of animal sacrifices being 
prepared for the gods or ancestors; and of a maypole. 

F. Ritual included dressing up in special costumes and masks. 

G. The art depicts lur players, so music accompanied the rituals. 

H. There were also scenes of individual worshipers confronting 
an object of worship and scenes of offering. 

V. Although never presented here, the Mother Goddess’s force is 
still felt. 

A. The images of proto-Odin and proto-Thor are still subordinate 
to a fertility cult much more closely related to Freya. 

B. This religion expresses itself mainly in spring at plowing 
time when the fertility of the gods and the goddess herself is 
invoked by these intense rituals. 

VI. Let's return to the ships. 

A. When Christianity moved into Scandinavia, the pagan 
tradition they found hardest to eradicate was that of drawing 
ships out of the sea and over the fields in the spring. 

B. The Scandinavians believed that the gods of vegetation and 
the spirits of fertility came from the sea itself. 

Suggested Reading: 

Gelling and Davidson, The Chariot of the Sun. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Does it seem logical either to include or exclude the sexual act 
from religious rites? 

2. Given the needs and concerns of any agricultural community, 
what religious beliefs and rituals might you expect to develop 
after the transition from hunting and gathering to farming? 
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Sun and Sexuality in Early Scandinavia 

Welcome back. We have spent the last two lectures studying the 
rituals in great royal places performed by kings, by royalty, by high 
priests and priestesses. But before you get the idea that ritual is the 
prerogative of a small, elite group in these great societies of the 
Bronze Age and later, I’d like to do a little corrective work by taking 
us to southwestern Sweden and the surrounding areas of southern 
Scandinavia to reconstruct the rituals of an ordinary set of farming 
communities, whose life was just as rich, just as full of pageantry 
and special symbolic objects and artifacts as that of any king 
anywhere in the world. This would be a tie for us with lecture four 
where we talked about the rock art of places like the Kalahari Desert. 
We saw how shamans who served ordinary people were represented 
on that rock art, how mystical encounters and rituals involving such 
animals as elands were portrayed, how the making of rain and so on 
was an obsession in the rock art as well as in the daily life. 

We’re going to go to similar place and see similar evidence of a later 
period in time that of the Bronze Age in southern Scandinavia where 
farming dominated the economy, where most people did their own 
farming and where we can see that there was this rich, ritual 
ceremonial life among ordinary people. I believe that such a life was 
common all over the world but there were very few places where 
ordinary people, ordinary families, took the time to make a record of 
it that has endured down through the ages for archaeologists to study. 
I got involved in southern Scandinavia during my graduate days at 
Cambridge University. I was fascinated by ancient ships. I had 
decided to do a doctoral dissertation about the evolution of the 
Viking long ship and particularly its earliest ancestors back in the 
Bronze Age. So I went to southern Sweden and Norway, not too far 
from where the Oseberg queen was buried. I, in fact, went to the 
Viking ship museum at Bygdoy near Oslo and paid homage to the 
Oseberg ship and the other royal Viking ships. But then I continued 
out into the countryside in southern Sweden, southern Norway, some 
of the Danish islands, and explored the only good evidence we had 
for what those ships looked like back in the Bronze Age, 1,500 years 
before the Viking period, a period roughly from 1500 B.C. to about 
500 B.C. when those northern Scandinavian folk of Europe also 
entered into the Bronze Age (as the Mediterranean world had done 


34 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


meme inree : Reconstructing Ancient Kituals 


more than a millennium earlier) and made their weapons and some of 
their tools of bronze and began to participate in a lot of the ritualism 
that we saw was common in the Mediterranean. 

The thing that drew me to this area were the ships in the rock art and 
we’re back to rock art. This is not painted rock art like that of the 
Kalahari Desert. This is, instead, rock art that is pecked or engraved 
on to the glacier-smoothed surfaces of those metamorphic and 
igneous rocks that make up Scandinavia. Some of them are the oldest 
rocks in the world. They’ve been smoothed by the glaciers and 
seemed just crying out like a blank page to have something engraved 
upon them. Fortunately for anyone interested in the evolution of 
watercraft, back in the Bronze Age, around 1 200 B.C., people living 
in Scandinavia began to put images of their boats and ships onto 
those rocks. That was what drew me to the place. I wanted to see 
what similarities there might be to the Viking ships, and I certainly 
found them in symmetrical ships with dragon heads at either end. 
Those went all the way back to the Bronze Age. I saw warriors on 
ships brandishing weapons. That seemed to hark forward to the 
Vikings. And I saw, on the other hand, very strange boat types that 
didn’t seem to have much link to that lovely Viking long ship design 
but that I was ultimately able to relate to the watercraft of Siberia 
of the open Pacific Ocean and the archipelagos of Polynesia, the 
outrigger canoes and even the central African lakes. A tradition of 
ships that were stitched together, plank upon plank, and had a dugout 
canoe for an underbody, an extended dugout tradition that hadn’t left 
much mark on the world’s writing about ships, but which I was able 
to show was ancestral to the Viking long ships. 

Well as I was working my way through the countryside, going to 
these lovely rock outcrops among the fields and forests, especially in 
southwestern Sweden, around a parish called Tanum in the little 
district of Bohuslan, I became obsessed with the way that the ships 
were shown. Not their structures, that was what I’d gone to study, 
but what was going on with these ships that seemed to be not of a 
seafaring or practical nature, but of a ritual nature. The ships seemed 
to be objects used for religious purposes, much more in this rock art 
than for practical purposes at sea. So I began to make notes. I began 
to draw this into my study. I was intrigued by the fact that some of 
the ships were definitely on land. There were some in which acrobats 
were shown leaping and somersaulting over the ships. There were 
some in which a man would be seen at one end with his hands raised 
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in what seemed to me a position of adoration or worship or religious 
awe. What’s he looking at? He’s looking at a pair of horses that are 
drawing the ship across the land, as if it’s part of a procession. There 
were scenes in which men and women were in sexual union on board 
the ships, where giant figures that must be gods, not men or ordinary 
warriors, were on those ships, or musicians holding great curved 
horns and playing them. People wearing horned helmets were all 
over the place. You’re probably used to seeing the homed helmet as 
a Viking symbol. No Viking ever put on a horned helmet as far as we 
can tell. Viking ages from about 800 A.D., close to the time of the 
Oseberg burial, until about 1100. During that time they wore neat 
workaday conical metal helmets when they went into war. 

But the Bronze Age, centuries before the Viking period, that was the 
time when people were wearing horned helmets or headdresses that 
reminded me very much of the shamanic, or shamanistic, 
headdresses even from Trois Freres Cave in France thousands of 
years earlier, when shamans would put on the headdress of a bison or 
the headdress of a reindeer or we can go over to our Hopewell 
Mounds at Chillicothe at Mound City and remember those shamans 
who would wear the antlers of deer. These horned figures that I was 
seeing in the rock art often standing on the ships in very 
commanding poses, seemed to me perhaps priests or shamans rather 
than warriors wearing practical military helmets. So in all these ways 
I was sucked, very much to my surprise, into a realm I had never 
thought of studying that of early Scandinavian religion and the role 
that the ship played as a ritual object. 

I could certainly make out that on some of these ships corpses were 
being laid out for burial. There was a symbolic holding up of the 
hand of the deceased and there were certain gravestones from the 
Bronze Age in Denmark that had an upraised hand and forearm on 
the gravestone with lines above it that were interpreted as a fist of 
someone pushing the hand back down into the grave as the soul of 
the deceased was being firmly kept under the stone. That open hand, 
that raised hand, 1 saw it in the corpses that were laid out in these 
boats of the Bronze Age, especially in southwest Sweden but also 
around the coast of Norway and some of the Danish Islands. 

I began to study the whole question of this rock art, this virtually 
unique corpus of farmers’ art, where the farming communities of the 
area with their big herds of cattle and their plowed fields in which 
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they would plant such cold weather crops as barely. And their 
hunting because there were men brandishing bows and arrows going 
after birds and so on, also some pigs were present. It was farmers’ art 
but it seemed to express religious ideas of great depth and 
complexity. And at the same time they showed some links to other 
parts of the world. Now this Bronze Age I’m talking about is clearly 
part of that three-age system. Stone, Bronze, Iron, that we've already 
encountered. And now that we’re in the part of the world where that 
three-age system was invented, I just want to explain how this all 
came about. 

In the early 19 th century people working in the Mediterranean were 
bringing to light sites like Pompeii or there was a circus strongman 
named Belzoni who had gone to Egypt and was bringing back the 
papyri of Egypt and stories of mummies in caskets and so on. 
Napoleon had come back from Egypt with a treasure trove of images 
and artifacts deriving from the time of the pharaohs. The world was 
starting to go archaeology mad. And in this great rush for Europe to 
get its hands on the antiquities of either Greco-Roman classical age 
or the lands of the Bible, those two fountainheads of the Renaissance 
and the link that western Europe felt to the past, the Scandinavian 
countries were left out. I mean, Britain at least had been a province 
of the Roman Empire as Britannia. It was written about [by] lots and 
lots of different Greek and Roman writers. It had a place in that 
whole system. Sweden and Norway and Denmark did not. And so 
there was a desire on the part of those northern peoples in the early 
19 th century, on the part of their scholars to try to find their own 
place in the record of the human past. They couldn't find it in the 
written texts that had survived from that period, which were basically 
the Old Testament and the Greek and Roman classical writers. So 
they determined to find it in the ground. 

How pervasive was this mood and this desire? It got right up to the 
royal families. Many of the offspring of kings and queens of 
Norway, Denmark, and Sweden became archaeologists. I had the 
honor of meeting the Queen of Norway once at a great reception in 
honor of Viking ships and Thor Heyerdahl in Washington DC, and 
the first thing she asked on my being presented to her was in what 
part of Sweden and Norway had I been doing my research and what 
was I studying and was I familiar with these rock art sites. I was 
terrifically impressed with Queen Sonja’s knowledge ot the 
archaeology of her own country. So it was of deep concern, it was a 
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passion for these Scandinavians, and it took the form, finally, of 
working through all of the artifacts and realizing that although you 
couldn’t date them through textual evidence from the classics or 
from the Bible, they could be dated by what they were made of. It 
was clear from studying tombs and stratigraphy, the layering of sites, 
that what was oldest was all made of stone, chipped stone. 
Paleolithic, Mesolithic, a term we haven’t encountered or talked 
about, middle Stone Age, that was also chipped. And then came the 
polished stone of the Neolithic and then a transition to bronze. So 
you go from Stone Age to Bronze Age. Bronze came before iron 
because you could melt the copper and the tin for bronze at a much 
lower temperature than you can melt the ore of iron to create iron 
artifacts and tools. Eventually after an Bronze Age that lasted about 
1,000 years in the Scandinavian countries, iron was introduced and 
swept through those communities. Now you could make your plows 
of iron. Now metal was cheap. Ordinary common people could own 
iron. And so bronze became a luxury item, and iron became the 
normal workaday material for, especially tools, agricultural 
implements, but also weapons. 

So there we got our three-age system, which was then adopted 
worldwide, having been founded in the Royal Museum in 
Copenhagen by a young Dane who went through the king’s 
collection of antiquities, but it quickly spread. And it’s still the 
backbone of our chronological system for the world with different 
divisions now within the periods, especially within the Stone Age, 
which is so immensely long. But Stone, Bronze, Iron. We’re now in 
that world that called forth that three-age system, so important to 
archaeologists today. 

Up in southern Scandinavia there were bronze weapons that were 
used by these pre-Vikings, these Bronze Age folk from about 1500 
to 500 B.C. When you study the weapons you’re confronted by a 
puzzle. They don't seem to have been used very much. We don’t 
find lots of battering on the edges. We don’t find a lot of wear and 
tear. We don’t find signs of them having been used to having hack 
their way through a battlefield. They seem almost like ceremonial 
weapons, and that reinforces the idea that northern Europe was set 
apart from the conflicts that were going on further to the south. It 
was getting rich because it could send to the south, all the way down 
to the Mediterranean, things that the Bronze Age and early Iron Age 
peoples of the Mediterranean really coveted. I think chief among 
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these was amber, that beautiful resinous glowing golden translucent 
substance, which is in fact the fossilized resin of certain conifers. It 
showed up on the coasts of the Baltic, and it was exported south 
down caravan routes through what is now Germany and over the 
Alps and down to the Mediterranean and showed up in places like 
royal tombs in Mycenae. 

They could send down similarly perishable items that don’t show up 
in the archaeological record like eiderdown. There was also walrus 
ivory and furs and many other objects that could follow these trade 
routes down and up the trade routes coming back to Scandinavia 
would come the bronze, which was then cast into beautiful weapons, 
ornaments, ceremonial objects by the craftsmen of northern Europe. 
So when I say these are farming communities, that’s what they seem 
to be. We don’t see lots of signs of rank. We don’t see any evidence 
of kings of royalty or national organization or city states. We instead 
see a countryside. Let’s focus on southwest Sweden because that’s 
where most of our rock art comes from, a countryside covered by 
farming communities who have virtually left no trace of their own 
homes. In this way they’re like the Hopewell Indians of southern 
Ohio and adjacent areas. They left wonderful records of their 
ceremonial life, the Hopewell and their mounds. The people of 
southern Scandinavia [left records] in their rock art but very little of 
their day-to-day existence. 

Except, that in southern Scandinavia the day-to-day existence is what 
is being celebrated in the religious rituals. So let’s get right to that 
rock art. When it began to be published in the 19 th century what 
shocked scholars was the amount of raw sexual activity going on in 
this rock art between men and women, even on occasions between 
men and beasts. And the men, in those, encounters were sometimes 
dressed as priests or shamans, wearing wings and the heads of birds. 
It was an extraordinary thing to see a link, a close link, between 
religion and sexual activity. The major religions of the modem 
world, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism have firmly shown 
sexuality the door. Sexuality, the idea of sex in the middle of a 
religious event is almost offensive, or very definitely offensive, in a 
lot of these religious contexts. It’s something that needs to be 
suppressed. It’s something that needs to be sublimated, happen 
elsewhere. Sex is not part of the religious experience. And the 
exception, of course, is Hinduism, of which there were many temples 
with stone carved erotic couples adorning the facades very 
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beautifully worked, and sex was recognized and the sexual act and 
the sexual activity was a part of religious observance in that much 
more ancient religion of Hinduism, which harked back to a time 
when most of the world’s religions took sex into account and 
celebrated it, made it a part of fertility rituals. Made it a focus rather 
than something to be ignored or have ones eyes closed to. 

So that was a shocking thing and the rock art certainly was abundant 
in these scenes of sex going on. That, 1 think, impeded initially some 
interest in studying it because it just seemed so crude. And yet if you 
look past some of the startling images and since the rock art figures 
of men, women, animals, although they are drawn not quite as stick 
figures, but very simply. We don’t have real naturalistic, carefully 
rendered figures here, they have all of the shock value of a cartoon, 
comic strip, very simple stick drawing. People overlooked, initially, I 
think the evidence for the deep religious meaning behind all this. 
What we are seeing here is the art of people who went from their 
homes on the mainland, among the broad fertile fields of southern 
Scandinavia, usually out to little rocky islands off shore. It’s 
confusing today because the sea has dropped and what used to be 
offshore rocky islands are now just rocky outcrops on the shore or 
even on fields miles inland. But it wasn’t that way originally. We can 
tell that from the point at which the rock art stops and what was 
clearly a waterline in antiquity, that these were sacred islands, 
islands dedicated to the rituals of these Bronze Age peoples. And 
since we see farming all the way through we can imagine that even 
the highest and the mightiest of them got out and plowed their own 
fields and tended their own herds and gathered their own crops. If 
that carries us back to the Old Testament, I think that’s not a 
bad analogy, those patriarchs who seem to have operated in the 
same way. 

The rock art provides in this lively cartoon style a record for us that 
at first might be taken for a simple doodling of scenes from every 
day life. For instance we do see ships, and I have to say when I first 
got there I assumed that I was seeing all those ships, simply drawn 
by an effusion of artistic desire, but represented as sort of snapshots 
of ships in action as they would be seen out at sea. There was a ship 
in which there were two fellows fishing, with little lines going over 
the side. There was something big coming up out of the water 
attached to the ships that I interpreted as their anchor. I was willing 
to see everything as an image of simple reality. People who had 
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wanted to make a record of their lives. So there were men seeming to 
be herding large troops of oxen. There were men plowing. There 
were women dancing. People in long lines. Hunters with their bows 
and arrows, shooting at game. This seemed to be a naturalistic 
representation of every day life. But more and more the harder 1 
looked, just as with the ships themselves, everywhere there seemed 
to be evidence of religious activity and that what 1 was seeing was 
ritual scenes, some of which were applied to the important moments 
of everyday life. 

Let’s go back to the guy who’s farming by plowing. He is cutting the 
third furrow in a row. He is holding in one hand a bush, a shrub, 
leafy. He’s got a big circular bag hanging from his belt or from his 
waist. Maybe that’s the seed where the grain is kept, but it’s very 
squared off or circular-ish. It may be a symbol of something else. 
Like almost all the male figures in this rock art, he is displaying an 
erect phallus, showing his own very potent masculinity in that 
symbolic way. So here he is plowing, naked, erect, with the bush in 
his hand, one-handed, that's not a normal way to plow and lie's 
plowing a third furrow. 

Let’s go back to a source we've already talked about Sir James 
Frasier’s Golden Bough, a compendium of world folklore and 
traditions concerning the sacred king and religious sacrifices, beliefs 
about the rituals and the myths that they gave rise to among early 
peoples. There was a tradition that one of the duties of the sacred 
king recorded by Sir James Frasier was to plow the first three 
ceremonial furrows, or in other cases different fixed number, of 
ceremonial furrows. So that the sacred king, himself the embodiment 
of fertility, would open the earth at the beginning of spring in this 
way, leading the way with this ritual plowing and would then be 
succeeded by all the other farmers having witnessed that, blessed it, 
made offerings at the moment of the sacred king’s plowing, would 
go back to their own farms and now under that mantle of auspicious 
divine favor, they would plow their own fields. 

I had seen what 1 thought were combats. The more I looked the more 
they looked like contests or ceremonial fights between well-matched 
warriors. We’ve seen in the bull dancing at Minoan Crete, the idea of 
a contest being part of a religious ritual. We're not going to visit 
Olympia of ancient Greece, but certainly that’s a prime site for 
seeing the idea that a competition between people, this sort of 
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stylized or ritualized fight is pleasing to the gods. It’s a way of 
worshiping the gods to have a tight, to have a contest, to have what 
the Greeks called an agon. And when I looked at these portrayals of 
combat in the southern Scandinavian rock art closely I could see 
these weren’t battles. You would often see two large figures well 
matched and two small figures equally well matched all fitted out the 
same way with a raised weapon, an ax or a spear, confronting each 
other in what was clearly a ritualized combat. And I couldn’t tell 
whether the little fellows were supposed to be the sons and the big 
ones the fathers, or whether the little ones are mortals and the big 
ones are ancestral spirits or gods. But it no longer looked like a 
record of battles. 

Similarly there were processions, people carrying ritual objects, 
holding spears or axes on poles aloft as if these were sacred things to 
be worshiped. There were animals being brought in who seemed to 
be perhaps animal sacrifices being prepared for the gods, the 
ancestors, the spirits. There was even a Maypole on one of these rock 
carvings, great upright with the strands coming down from it and 
little hooks that people could hold on to and dance around this pole. 
So I began to compile a list of the ritual elements that I could see. It 
was clear that ritual in the world of these farmers included dressing 
up, included special costumes and masks. I've already mentioned the 
bird man who was wearing wings and a bird’s head. And I’ve 
already mentioned the people, the men, who were wearing those 
helmets or headdresses with the horns of bulls curving up from their 
heads. There were others as well where they seemed to be dressed. 
There was a curious line of people headed by a bent over man who 
was wearing a stag’s antlers. So ritual dress and masks. 

The idea of music was very much present. Those horns 1 mentioned 
earlier 1 discovered had already been named by the Scandinavian 
archaeologists as lur, the plural hirer. They were seen in groups these 
lur players, often the musicians with the horned helmets, with their 
horns curving up, upraised as the made resounding music for the 
ceremonies. So just as in China, just as in so many places we ve 
seen, music is accompanying the ritual. Some of the lurs have been 
discovered and replicas have been made and played by musicians, 
and it’s found that you can get a beautiful resounding harmony that 
can be heard for miles over the quiet landscape from these great 
bronze horns. There was also the idea of the procession, again and 
again, rows of people moving along across the landscape. 
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There was also the idea of the individual worshiper confronting an 
object of worship and responding by raising the hands on either side 
in what seemed to me a pose of adoration or worship. Such a pose 
was struck by a man standing in front of a spear that had been 
planted in the ground or of the image of a giant sword or of a disk 
that seemed to represent the sun, something all important to farming 
communities, or of a ship. There were also scenes of offering. Many 
of the figures were holding up ships in the air, and this would either 
be a symbolic way of showing, “I have given a ship to the gods (or to 
the spirits),” or perhaps these are model ships. One idea that we’re 
dealing with a lot of models here comes from an extraordinary find 
of a bronze artifact in Denmark where a chariot was found, the sun’s 
chariot on a set of bronze wheels. There was the disk of the sun. 
There was gold leaf all over one side of the disk but not on the other 
and a horse drawing it along. So we get the idea of processions in 
which little parade floats would be drawn across the Swedish 
countryside in these rituals involved with farming. 

So I believe that our great Mother Goddess, although never presented 
here, her force is still being felt, that the proto images of Odin with 
his spear and Thor with his hammer who do seem to appear in this 
rock art of southern Scandinavia 3,000 years ago, are in fact still 
subordinate to a fertility cult much more closely related to that Norse 
goddess Freya who we encountered with the Oseberg queen. And 
that her impulse is firing a religion that is expressing itself probably 
mainly in spring at plowing time, that critical time of the year of 
getting in the crops, when that ritualistic figure, the shaman or local 
sacred king, would have been plowing his ceremonial furrows, when 
young men and women would be mating in the fields or on board 
ships that had been drawn up on the fields as symbols of the life 
force, the fertility of the gods and of that invisible Great Goddess 
herself that is being invoked by these intense rituals of this local 
farming population. 

1 started with ships, let me end with ships. I was fascinated to 
discover that when Christianity moved into Scandinavia during the 
Viking period and began to ruthlessly stamp out the pagan traditions, 
one that they found hardest to eradicate was the tradition of drawing 
ships up out of the sea and dragging them over the fields in the 
springtime. Because it was believed that the gods of vegetation and 
the spirits of fertility came from the sea itself. 
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Lecture Sixteen 
Apollo Speaks at Klaros 

Scope: 

For centuries, pilgrims from all over the Hellenistic and Roman 
world flocked to Klaros in western Turkey to seek prophetic 
guidance from Apollo. Descending into labyrinthine passageways 
beneath the temple, the visitors would wend their way to a vaulted 
chamber, into which the voice of the unseen oracle penetrated 
through a narrow passage. Through the passage was a crypt in which 
a sacred spring bubbled to the surface. Grateful recipients of the 
divine word established a tradition of carving their names and the 
messages they received on the stones of the sanctuary; thus Klaros 
provides a better guide to the concerns of ancient believers than any 
other oracle site. Excavations in the 19 th and 20 th centuries revealed a 
neighboring temple of Apollo’s twin, Artemis, and suggest that an 
original cult site devoted to the sister and brother gods was 
eventually reoriented toward the oracular cult of Apollo alone. 

Outline 

L In this lecture our site is Klaros, an oracle site that was sacred to 

the Greek god Apollo. 

A. In addition to ritual, we look at this site through the elements 
from the previous three lectures: creating a ceremonial place 
of great grandeur; devising oracular procedures; and that 
ritual is of and by and for the people. 

B. Klaros was popular starting around the 3 rd century B.C. and 
through the first two centuries A.D. 

II. Let’s begin by considering Greek oracles. 

A. Apollo’s province was inspiration and enthusiasm. 

B. Apollo’s oracular procedure required the use of a medium. 

C. At Delphi, there was a cleft in the earth, where there was a 
spring and pneuma (vapor). The priestess sat on a tripod over 
that cleft and breathed in the pneuma, which triggered her 
trance and allowed Apollo to speak through her. 

D. The ancient Greek description of the site is verifiable, 
geological fact. 
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E. Extending to other oracles, it seems there was a link between 
religious belief and the geological phenomenon of pneuma. 

III. No matter how sincere the religious conviction behind a ritual, 
there are instances where the people in charge of the ritual have 
stage-managed the whole effect. 

A. By constructing the ritual space, they control how you are 
guided through that space. 

B. Sometimes you may be subject to illusions about where you 
are and what is going on. 

C. Delphi is an example of this, where the cave creates the 
illusion of entering Mother Earth’s heart. 

D. In Turkey, at a series of Greek temples, there is a similar 
stage management. 

IV. At Klaros was a temple of Apollo that suddenly sprang to 
international fame and fortune after two successful predictions 
about high-ranking Romans. 

A. Myths developed around Klaros. 

1. They say the founder, Manto, was a servant of Apollo 
and the daughter of Tiresus. 

2. She married on the advice of the Delphic oracle and then 
created a temple and a cult at Klaros in honor of Apollo. 

B. Tacitus wrote an account of what happened in the temple. 

1. The petitioner goes down into a cave and confronts the 
prophet, but does not ask a question. 

2. The prophet drinks water from the holy spring and 
gives the petitioner an answer, despite not knowing 
the question. 

C. From other sources, we know that these consultations 
happened at night; there were preliminary rituals, and people 
entered the cave in batches. 

D. lamblichus, in the 4 th century A.D., wrote that that crypt at 
Klaros was in the temple itself, not simply nearby, which 
was more common. 

V. In the 1950s, Louis Robert found two temples at Klaros, despite 
the water table having risen and drowned the site. 

A. There was a temple to Apollo, and to the north was a 
smaller, archaic temple. 
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B. The archaic temple was from 6 th century B.C., and 
inscriptions showed it was sacred to Artemis, an emblem of 
fertility on Asiatic soil. 

C. All over the marble and the stone of the sanctuary were 
carved the names of everybody who came there. 

VI. Returning to Delphi, let’s address music and religious 

performances. 

A. The oldest music in the world is a hymn to the sun 
god Helios. 

B. It was engraved on the walls of the Athenian treasury 
at Delphi. 

VII. Were there the same kind of intoxicating gasses at Klaros as 

at Delphi? 

A. Samples of the water were found to have high quantities of 
ethylene and some of the other gasses found at Delphi. 

B. Klaros seems like a true extension of the Delphic procedure. 

VIII. Let’s experience what it would have been like for someone 

who consulted the Klaros oracle. 

A. First, we envision the entire oracular setting. 

1. We accept Iamblichus’s story of the crypt and its spring 
lying under the temple. 

2. In that sacred crypt, the adyton, was the emblem of 
Apollo, reminding the priest of the presence of the 
prophet god himself. 

B. Let’s join our questioners. 

1. They come from all over the Roman Empire, and 
sometimes beyond. 

2. We pass through the propylaea (gates) and find 
ourselves in the temenos (sanctuary), which is 
surrounded by a wall. 

3. On the way to the temple, we see names, which are 
like testimonials. 

4. It is night, and after a purification process, we go down a 
staircase and make our way into a vaulted chamber. 

5. When it is your turn you face a mysterious dark opening 
in the far wall; out of that opening comes the voice of 
the prophet. 
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C. Think about how carefully it was all arranged, from the 
names at the beginning to the voice from the inner cave 
coming to you from an unseen prophet. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. What roles do stage management and theatricality play in 
creating a religious experience for ordinary people? 

2. What are some of the attributes of Apollo that make him an 
appropriate patron god of ancient Greek oracles? 
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Lecture Sixteen — Transcript 
Apollo Speaks at Klaros 

Welcome back. In this lecture, in addition to our series of lectures on 
ritual, we’re going to combine some elements of our first three and 
look at them through a site in Asia Minor, modern Turkey, called 
Klaros, which was an oracle site, sacred to the Greek religion and to 
the Greek god Apollo. From our first lecture at Knossos, we’re going 
to be looking at the issue of creating a stage, a sort of ceremonial 
place of great grandeur and impressiveness such as the courtyard of 
the palace at Knossos for the bull dance and such as we will see in 
the temple at Klaros, the oracle temple. 

From our second lecture, where we talked about the oracle bones of 
the Shang Dynasty, we take the idea of the perennial human 
fascination with looking into the future, anxieties about what lies 
ahead, and devising oracular procedures in order to penetrate that 
veil of the future and get some answers. And finally from our most 
recent lecture on the rock art of southern Scandinavia and that ritual 
that’s very much of and by and for the people. We’re going to take 
that notion. This is an oracular shrine not really being run by a king 
for the benefit of the kingdom, but for ordinary folks. And Klaros 
was so popular in the centuries of its great fame, starting around the 
3 rd century B.C. and climaxing in the first two centuries A.D. at 
which time it was probably the most popular oracular shrine in the 
Greco-Roman world that it attracted ordinary people from as far 
away as Britain, Arabia, the near East, north Africa; all came to 
Klaros, near the western coast of Turkey, Asia Minor, for answers. 

I’d like to begin by considering this whole question of Greek oracles. 
The Greeks had a special god, Apollo, whose province was 
inspiration. Now that word “inspiration,” of course, means breathing 
in. It is the god who is breathing into you and infusing you with 
divine spirit so you can create something or perceive something that 
otherwise would be closed to you. Apollo is also someone who 
creates enthusiasm, and that word has the E-N for “in” and then the 
T-H-U is the god that is inside you. That idea of enthusiasm is very 
ancient and comes to us from the Greeks and from this god Apollo, 
because in his oracular procedure, he would a use a medium, 
sometimes a woman, sometimes a man, who’s own spirit would 
depart. Their body when then become a medium in which the god 
could place himself, speak through their mouths and talk directly to 
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humans who had come to the god's temple for enlightenment. If they 
had different cult choices to make, if they were troubled they would 
come to Delphi, sometimes representing their own cities or 
kingdoms and asking for advice on everything from which new 
leaders to choose or whether the people should make war or keep the 
peace, right down to what kind of sacrifices one should make in 
order to ensure that the next child would be a boy, very much a 
preoccupation among the Greeks and Romans as it was among the 
Chinese as well. Or a matter about the next crop and the next harvest. 

I first got into this world of Greek oracles at the sight of Delphi in 
central Greece, the most famous of the Apollo oracles. I was drawn 
into it by my encounter with the geologist, Jelle de Boer, who will be 
accompanying us on this tour to Klaros as well. And he and I went to 
look for the truth behind what was at that time considered a myth or 
a legend. The time when we got together was the 1990s. The ancient 
Greeks and Romans had said that at Delphi in particular there was a 
magical power that came out of the earth. There was a cleft in the 
earth. Out of that cleft emerged and a spring, a pneumu , a gas or 
vapor, and that the woman who was going to become the medium for 
the god and for the god’s voice sat herself on a tripod over that cleft, 
either above the bubbling waters or just the flow of the gas. Breathed 
in and was transported. That breath of that prteuma triggered her 
trance and in her trance Apollo was free to speak through her. She 
became the instrument; he was the master musician. And Apollo was 
himself, the god of music, the god of the arts; the muses, the nine 
muses, were his attendants. So he was always a young god, speaking 
on behalf of his father, Zeus, but very precious to the Greeks and, for 
the Ionian Greeks, considered to be their paternal figure. He was the 
ancestor to whom they all traced their line through his son, Ion. 

So we went to Delphi, the two of us, Jelle de Boer and myself. We 
explored the bedrock around the temple, and I explored the tunnels 
within the temple and discovered that everything that the ancient 
Greeks had said was verifiable as a geological fact. That temple of 
Apollo had been erected deliberately upon a fault, in fact, a place 
where two geological faults crossed. Fissures in the side of the 
Mount Parnassus, there were indeed gasses emerging from those 
faults. We could find traces of the gasses in the modern spring water 
and other traces within the travertine rock, the calcite that had been 
laid down by the ancient springs, in the time when the oracle was 
operating there. 
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Well from Delphi we extended our research to other oracles because it 
seemed to us that time and again their seemed to be a link between 
religious belief and geological phenomenon. And the phenomenon that 
we were tracing was this emergence of gas and accompanied often by 
spring waters, and of course springs tend to bubble up along faults. 
That’s how they get up through the crust of the earth, how that ground 
water reaches the surface is along a fault. And so time and again as we 
went to other sites — I visited some in Albania, in other parts of Greece 
and in Turkey — we would find a situation that agreed with the ancient 
Greek and Roman accounts and seemed to confound the modem 
skepticism that said that this whole thing had been made up. 

One of the things I noticed at Delphi, in the temple, is something that 
I would like to make sort a focus for us in this lecture in the broader 
sense of how rituals affect people. And that is the idea that no matter 
how sincere the religious conviction or fervor behind a ritual, there 
are certainly instances where the people in charge of the ritual, the 
priests, the architects who create the temples and the sacred places, 
have what we would have to say, stage managed the whole effect by 
the way they’ve constructed a space in which the ritual will happen 
and by the way you are guided through that space. And in some 
times subject to illusions about exactly where you are and what’s 
going on. Delphi is certainly an example of that. The temple is set on 
a high stone podium for a foundation that rises a long way above the 
natural surface of the rock, where that original crossing of the faults 
created a cleft on the mountainside. You’re high above it. What do 
you do when you go in the door? You go down a deep ramp into an 
area that the ancients described as a cave. 

Again, that return into the heart of Mother Earth that seems to be 
such an essential part of so many religious experiences throughout 
the world, really created through an illusion at Delphi. We know they 
said it was a cave, and we know it wasn’t It was the temple rising all 
around you, the ramp leading you down deep that seemed to create 
the illusion. 

Across the Aegean Sea in Turkey at a series of Greek temples, I 
found similar stage management. The great temple of Apollo at 
Didyma, largest Ionic temple in the world, led you down to the 
oracular area down long covered tunnels with sloping ramps into the 
sacred area, the adyton or do not enter part of the temple. You 
certainly had the illusion of going down a long way. You simply 
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forgot that you had mounted staircase after staircase on the temple’s 
podium to get to the point where you went down. As at Delphi you 
were simply back at ground level. That is stage management and that 
is an essential part, sometimes, of creating the effect of religious awe 
and mystery that can be very important for people in the middle of 
these rituals. 

Now north of Didyma which is near the old city of Miletus is the 
famous city of Ephesus and if you go west from Ephesus out on a 
point of land you come to an ancient oracle site of Apollo called 
Klaros. And that is the scene of our lecture today. Klaros, which the 
Greeks would have spelled with a kappa, a “K.” You’ll sometimes 
find if you’re looking for references to it that the Latinized form for 
the “C” is also commonly used. But however you spell it, it was a 
temple, a sacred spot of Apollo for centuries before it rose to world 
fame as the most popular place for people to go and get the god’s 
word. I had read about Klaros before I went. I knew something of its 
history. It was a sort of a latecomer, a late bloomer among oracle sites, 
having poked along as a veiy local oracle shrine for many centuries. It 
suddenly sprang to international fame and fortune. We should never 
forget the Greek temples were big business and accumulated very 
valuable amounts of treasure, offerings from rich individuals or city 
states or kingdoms, which were kept there. And of course the priests 
and all the local people benefited from the influx of visitors. Again I 
don’t think we need to read a whole lot of cynicism into that, but it 
was a real economic value to having control over an oracle center or a 
religious shrine in the Greco-Roman world. 

What made Klaros suddenly take off? What made it become the 
oracle of choice? A high bom Roman, named Germanicus, who was 
expected to become the next Roman emperor came to the site in the 
year 19, during the reign of Tiberius. And he visited Klaros, and we 
don’t know what he asked — as we’ll see one of the curious things 
about the oracular procedure at Klaros is you don’t state your 
question out loud. The oracle is supposed to divine what it is you 
want to know and give you an appropriate answer. At any rate he 
experienced the oracle, and the oracle from that adyton, from that 
crypt or “do not enter” area spoke back to Germanicus and said 
basically not the usual cryptic answer but you are going to have a 
shortened life. You have less than a year to live. 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


51 


I heme three: Reconstructing Ancient ratuais 


Now he was a man in his prime. He was 33 years old, a very 
successful soldier, a conqueror up in the central part of Europe where 
the Romans were still expanding at that time. And yet he took this so 
seriously that he traveled around the Mediterranean for the rest of 
that year avoiding the battlefield, avoiding anything that looked 
dangerous, yet he died before the year was out. Well, word of this 
spread immediately. Here was a case where exactly the true future 
had been predicted and to a very important person. It was followed 
up by a case where a woman, one who had become Claudius’s wife, 
some years later, a woman named Lollia, went to Klaros and asked if 
she was going to be the next wife and the answer came back “no.” 
And of course she wasn’t. Agrippina became the wife and she 
polished off Claudius. He should have ignored the oracle and 
married Lollia, I guess. At any rate this was more fuel to the fire that 
made people want to come to Klaros. So in their thousands they 
came, every year as the sea lanes were open, they would sail across 
the Aegean. They would land at the little beach at a place called 
Notium, and they would track inland just a few miles up a pleasant 
river valley until the saw the beautiful white Doric columns of 
Apollo’s temple. It was made in the Doric style like the temple at 
Delphi rising up before them. 

Myths were created around Klaros. The idea was that its original 
founder was a servant of Apollo, who was the daughter of that 
famous prophet who appears in Oedipus Rex, of Sophocles, Tiresus. 
He is the prophet who tells Oedipus that he shouldn’t seek to know 
who he is because he will then learn that he has killed his father and 
slept with his mother. And Tiresus was supposed to have had a 
daughter named Manto, that simply means the “prophet woman” in 
Greek. She was supposed to have married on the advice of the 
Delphic oracle and then come across the sea and established herself 
there at this place at Klaros and created a temple and a cult in honor 
of the god Apollo. There doesn’t really seem to be any historical 
basis behind any of that, but sacred sites attract sacred myths and 
etiological myths, those myths of how it all began. 

Now once the prophecies about Germanicus had become known, it 
was something that important people wrote about, this oracle at 
Klaros. And a Roman writer we’ve already met a couple of times, 
Tacitus, decided to write an account of what happened to 
Germanicus in the temple. It’s the very best account we have of a 
consultation with an Apolline oracle. Germanicus enters. He goes 
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down into a cave, Tacitus says, a specus, and in that place he 
confronts the prophet. He asks his question — I'm sorry he doesn’t 
ask his question, that’s the point of the Klaros, you don’t ask. But the 
prophet has taken water from the holy spring and speaks to him. So 
what Tacitus is describing is this cave with a spring in it, kind of like 
that spring back at Delphi. And the prophet drinks. It’s a man instead 
of a woman, says Tacitus. He drinks. He’s inspired, and then he 
speaks words. All that the prophet is told is how many people are 
coming in that session, what’s the number of people and what are 
their names. He isn’t told what they want to know. And yet, says 
Tacitus, he contrives answers in verse that seem appropriate to what 
it is they have come in order to discover. 

Now we learn from other sources that these consultations happened 
at night, that the people went down in batches together, that there 
were many preliminary rituals and ceremonies, especially involving 
that priest who is now going to be purified so that his own spirit 
could be replaced by that of the god, and Apollo would speak 
through him. And there is a little confusion because in a late source, 
a fellow named Iamblichus in the 4 th century A.D., he states that that 
crypt is in the temple itself. So some mysteries hung around Klaros. 
And we were very eager to go there and see what was going on with 
this sacred spring, because again that's a geological feature, and it 
would certainly be striking if the temple had been built around the 
sacred spring as the late source, Iamblichus, implied and not simply 
in the neighborhood of a cavern that had a spring in it, which is 
pretty common around the Greek world. 

We went to Klaros, and I’ll never forget my first sight of it; it has 
been drowned. There is indeed a sacred spring in the temple, and it 
has risen as the water table has risen, and it has drowned the 
foundations and the stumps of the columns. That was the same view 
that confronted a French archaeologist Louis Robert in the 1950s 
when he arrived with a lot of very powerful pumps in order to pump 
away the ground water and explore down into the heart of the temple 
there at Klaros. What Louis Robert revealed was not one temple but 
two. There was a temple to Apollo that was big and grand and 
ornate, with gigantic columns and a subterranean crypt area of 
passageways and vaulted chambers right next to it. Just to the north 
was a much smaller archaic temple — now “archaic” means we’re 
going back to the 6 th century B.C., the century before the great 
blossoming and golden age of Greece. And inscriptions showed it 
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was sacred to Apollo’s twin sister and slightly older sibling, Artemis, 
who in the Greek myths (that most of us are familiar with) is a virgin 
huntress but who, on Asian soil and, particularly close to Ephesus, 
where Artemis, or Diana, as she is called by the Romans, is the 
principal deity, an avatar of the Mother Goddess herself. She is a 
goddess of fertility, a goddess of childbirth, a goddess displayed 
famously at Ephesus, the Diana of Ephesus, with a sort of a chest 
piece that is great large objects that appear to be multiple breasts 
covering her midriff. These have been interpreted as different things 
at different times. But she is an emblem of fertility on Asiatic soil, 1 
not something we’d normally expect from the way she’s portrayed in 
the heartland of Greece. 

So here were the two gods, side by side, Apollo completely 
dominating the small unremodeled temple of his sister in this 
sanctuary at Klaros. All over the marble and the stone of the j 
sanctuary were names. Remember all you do when you go to Klaros 
is tell your name. Apparently the priest would then write the names 
of everybody who came, and certainly everyone who gave a gift, 
somewhere on the fa<;ade of the temple. This resulted in the temple 
of Klaros being kind of a gigantic who’s who of the Roman Empire 
in the first two centuries of our era. Very famous people are 
represented there; people from all over the known world are there. 
Choirs of boys and girls came and had their names inscribed, they 
came to sing in honor of Apollo. All of these things were very 
important. Certainly the singing was a matter of great importance, 
and before we leave Delphi behind completely I’d like to address this 
whole question of music and religious performances because we 
know it was important at Delphi, as we’ll see at one oracle Apollo 
orders a city to whom he has given one of his oracles that in thanks 
to him they must send choirs of boys and girls to Klaros to sing in his 
honor there at the shrine of the oracle where he gave them the advice 
that will save them. 

What is our oldest music in the world? It is a hymn and it’s a hymn 
to the sun, the sun god Helios, and where was it found? Delphi, 
itself. Very important because Apollo is the god of music as well as 
the god of inspiration. Where was it engraved? It’s on the walls of 
the Athenian treasury at Delphi; it’s on the stones. And above each 
line of the hymn are the markings of the letters of the Greek 
alphabet, alpha, beta, gamma, that stood for musical tones, just as 
our A B C D can tell a musician how a melody should rise and fall. 
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The rhythm is not indicated. The tempo is not indicated. But that’s 
our first piece of music, a hymn to the sun from our first few 
centuries B.C. in the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi. 

Now at Klaros the temple must have rung with music during 
celebrations, but none of that was present when the actual oracular 
procedures were going on as far as we can tell. We waded through 
the same channels that the consultants would have gone through as 
they made their way back to the crypt, that underground chamber 
where the prophet would stand next to the little stone-lined hole in 
the floor of the crypt where the sacred spring bubbled up. And we 
wanted to see if there were the same kind of lightly intoxicating 
gasses there at Klaros that we had already discovered with our 
scientific interdisciplinary team at Delphi. 

So I stripped down to the bathing suit and went in with the long 
plunger that would go down into the submerged spring itself, get into 
the area of the pure water, deep down and bring up samples that we 
could then sample in the lab. These were sent off to a lab at south 
Florida with our chemist colleague Jeff Chanton, and he analyzed 
that water and found yes indeed, high quantities of ethylene, that 
light, intoxicating hydrocarbon, and some of the other gasses that we 
had found at Delphi. Klaros did seem a true child, a true extension of 
the Delphic procedure, just as Didyma had been very explicitly said 
to be an oracle in Asia Minor, an oracle site founded by priests 
coming from Delphi and bringing the procedure and the worship of 
the god with them to this distant area. 

We were very excited by this discovery. But during my time of 
wading around in the passageways and under the vaults of the sort of 
cellar zone of the temple of Klaros, 1 became very interested in what 
the experience would have been like for someone who consulted the 
oracle there. And I’d like to try to recover it for you now before we 
go on to looking at some of the specific questions and answers — I 
keep saying that. We can’t talk about the questions at Klaros because 
they were, in a very strange and mystical way, not articulated. We 
can only look at the answers. 

Here is what I finally began to envision as the entire oracular setting. 
We had to forget about Tacitus’s cave. We had to instead accept 
Iamblichus that, as the archaeologist had proven, there was a crypt 
under the temple in which the spring emerged. And I should also say 
that in that adyton, that crypt, that “do not enter” area where the 
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prophet himself would stand, that priest who would be imbued with 
the spirit of Apollo, there was the emblem of Apollo. And the 
emblem of Apollo’s presence is a thing a called an omphalos stone. 
Now remember back to Petra, where we had that god Dushara, that 
god of the desert worshiped by the people of Petra, the Nabateans. 
But normally his form was not expressed. In fact we’re not sure that 
it was ever expressed. He was probably aniconic, like the Jehovah of 
the Hebrews, the Allah of Islam. But he was represented by a stone, 
a rectangular stone that was called a betyl at Petra. Here we have an 
omphalos to represent Apollo. What does omphalos mean? “Navel”; 
“bellybutton.” Delphi was believed to be the navel or bellybutton of 
the world, and Mother Earth is the world. She is this earth force, and 
it was her omphalos that was there at Delphi. Then in a rather 
confusing way (because obviously earth can only have one) 
wherever Apollo was present an omphalos would be placed. And so 
we find hidden from casual visitors — but very much present in the 
eyes of the priest who is down there waiting for his oracular trance to 
begin as he drank that sacred water from the spring — there was the 
omphalos stone to remind him of the presence of the prophet 
god himself. 

Now let’s join some of our questioners. They’ve come from 
anywhere within the Roman Empire and sometimes beyond. They 
must be fairly well off to have made the journey but some fairly 
ordinary people do seem to have come to Klaros. They have braved 
some dangers to get here. In the later Roman period, well even by the 
end of the 1 st century A.D., pirates are on the uprise again in the 
Mediterranean and in the Aegean. We know that the shrine itself was 
attacked by pirate raiders sometime in the first two centuries A.D. 
and stripped of a lot of its treasures. It’s not a casual thing to make 
this journey. You have risked terrible things happening to you by 
deciding to get on board a ship and come across the seas to Klaros. 
You make your way to the propylaea, the gates of the shrine. They 
are a beautiful set of columns themselves. You pass inside, and you 
find yourself in the temenos. We’ve talked about that word before, 
the sacred land of the god. There’s a wall all the way around it, 
partly to define the sacred land, just like our square earth enclosure at 
Mound City in Chillicothe, Ohio. We are outlining a bit of the 
earth’s surface that is holy with this wall. But the wall here is also 
playing the very practical purpose of keeping thieves out who would 
go after the treasure if they could only get easy access to it. 
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We make our way through the columns, through the colonnades, 
through the beautiful structures and fountain houses of Klaros on our 
way to the temple itself, and everywhere we see names. I think 
there’s a reason for putting these up on the part of the priest. These 
are like testimonials. You are seeing the record of everyone who had 
a great experience there before. It’s night. You go through a 
purification process. You then are led down a staircase into the 
bowels of the earth, the hallway you are going through is so low, you 
have to crouch. It’s so narrow that your shoulders, certainly my 
shoulders, rubbed against both sides. You make your way through a 
little labyrinth or a maze under the temple. You are completely 
disoriented when you come out into a vaulted chamber. And there’s 
a bench on which you can all sit down to be called up one by one by 
the priest who’s brought you there to face a mysterious dark opening 
in the far wall and stand there while the priest says who you are. 

Out of that opening comes the voice of the prophet. He’s at the far 
end of that little passageway in his own stone chamber by the sacred 
spring, and he speaks to you. Here's some example of the kind of 
things he would say. Whirling his sling a man shoots stones and 
slaughters the big grass-fed geese. This is a Homeric image out of 
some of the prophecies in the Odyssey that swirled around Penelope 
and Odysseus and implies that troublesome things, but maybe also 
perhaps things you are fond of, are about to meet a bad end. In 
Trachis is the lovely orchard of Heracles, all may pick the flowers 
and fruits but their amount is not lessened. Rain always restores 
them. Well now there’s an encouragement to drink deep and grab 
with gusto because whatever you take will be miraculously 
replenished. And then sometimes very clear-cut things. Your 
sickness shall be healed. Your cure will come from Aesculapius, the 
healing god of Pergamum. And I’m sure the priests at Pergamum 
northward on the Ageatic coast were very grateful to the prophet at 
Klaros for sending people there. 

At this point I think we should consider, you go back, you sit down 
on that bench. Others go. You see them have the experience. They all 
hear something different although we know that certain sayings were 
repeated through time through that shaft, and then you all go out 
together, squeezing now through a different configuration of tunnels 
until you emerge again into the open air of the temple porch, the cool 
night breeze, having had an unforgettable experience. I just want you 
to think how carefully it was all arranged, the names at the 
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beginning, the testimonials. The group that you are made a part of so 
you have a sense of initiation with others whose belief will reinforce 
your own. The mystery of darkness, that cave-like darkness that we 
find again and again at the heart of human religious experience. The 
voice from the inner cave, coming to you, the unseen prophet. Now 
this is something that is specifically mentioned for Klaras, that you 
do not glimpse the god himself or even the person who is speaking 
for him. It is a disembodied voice and you make your way then out 
to the outer world, disoriented, kind of unsure of what you’re seeing, 
that whole experience in a little encapsulation of sacred time and 
sacred space, darkness and deep caves. But you have had an 
experience that you will take back with you to Britain or Arabia or 
Italy or Spain or Tunisia and tell everyone about that your life was 
changed by the ritual that you passed through in the temple of Apollo 
at Klaras. 
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me me inree: Reconstructing Ancient Kituals 


Lecture Seventeen 
Chalice of Blood in Ancient Peru 


Scope: 

Centuries before Inca rulers conquered an Andean empire centered in 
Peru, lords of the Moche River Valley north of Lima created a rich 
realm, based — like Mesopotamian kingdoms — on irrigation 
technology. As archaeologists took over from treasure hunters in the 
late 20 th century, Christopher Donnan of UCLA recognized figures 
in rich Moche tombs whom he could identify as specific participants 
in a Moche ritual of ceremonial bloodletting. Based on repeated 
representations of the scene by artists, Donnan had earlier called the 
figures A, B, C, and D and believed them to be purely mythical. 
However, his figure C, a priestess, appeared unexpectedly in a tomb 
dating to about 700 A.D. The lordly warrior priest A emerged from a 
rich burial in a mud-brick pyramid at Sipan. Nearby, Donnan and 
Peruvian archaeologist Walter Alva unearthed a timber-lined 
chamber that may be the very room where the ritual was enacted. 

Outline 

I. In this lecture, our site is in northern Peru, and we see how 

archaeologists reconstructed an ancient ritual from the Moche. 

A. They used iconography — “picture writing” — to interpret 
the past. 

B. A couple of archaeologists, in particular Christopher Donnan, 
used their knowledge of iconography to untangle clues around 
the art that appears on the pottery of the Moche. 

II. The Moche were a pre-Inca people who lived from about 100 

A.D. to about 800 A.D. 

A. They became known to the modem world through their 
artifacts, which were buried in great earth pyramids. 

B. Each of the Moche’s six valley communities had a pyramid 
as its ceremonial center and as a burial place for monarchs 
and high-ranking individuals. 

C. From those ceremonial centers, a group of elite people, led 
by someone who looked very much like a king but who 
played intense ritual roles, governed the valleys. 
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III. Our heroes in this archaeological story are Walter Alva and 

Christopher Donnan. 

A. Alva moved with his family into the Moche River Valley 
and was tutored by a scholar called Diaz, who had devoted 
his life to studying these Moche people. 

B. The Moche had left no records behind, so they were not well 
known to the outside world. They were known only from 
their artifacts, which in many cases had been made of gold. 

C. The Moche are known for their pottery. 

1. Almost every pot represents scenes that could be 
mythical, historical, or generic, showing hunting or 
daily activities. 

2. The Moche were also very interested in depicting sex. 

D. Donnan was intrigued by the Moche and created the world’s 
largest archive of photos of Moche pots. 

E. There was one pottery scene that appeared repeatedly that 
contained four particular figures. 

1. They were continually in the same position relative to 
each other, arrayed iconographically in the same kinds of 
paraphernalia and regalia, holding the same objects. 

2. He began to think they must be from a myth. 

F. Let’s describe those four figures. 

1. Figure A is a male. He is taller than the others and is 
commonly called the lord. 

2. Figures B and C are approaching him, each with one 
stemmed drinking vessel. B is male and birdlike; C is 
female and a priestess. 

3. Behind B and C is another lord, D, and behind D is a 
war mace. 

G. In the mid 1970s, Donnan published his findings about 
the scene. 

1. He called it the presentation theme; others call it the 
sacrifice ceremony. 

2. In most representations, there were some other figures of 
naked men and people reaching forward to put knives 
into their necks to draw blood. 

3. Donnan thought it was a sacrifice theme: In the goblets 
offered by B and C was human blood for A to drink. 
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IV. An extraordinary series of discoveries in these Moche mounds 

were carried out by Alva and Donnan. 

A. They excavated sites like Sipan and found bodies that 
seemed to belong to the characters of that famous scene. 

B. A woman like C was found first, then the man called the 
Lord of Sipan, buried with enormous complexity and 
fantastic grave goods and sharing several attributes with A. 

C. A man like B was also found, and finally, in the tomb of the 
man called the Old Lord of Sipan, was a body who seemed 
to match Donnan's D. 

D. A supreme moment was when they found the chambers 
where these sacrifices had been carried out. 

E. It seems the sacrifice ceremony was a repeated ritual. Each 
generation of Moche nobility would take on those roles and 
carry out that essential core ceremony of Moche religion. 

V. Donnan felt that this basic ceremony of drinking the blood was 

tied to Moche warfare. 

A. There were many scenes of warriors accoutered like A 
and D having duals with other warriors. It seemed to be a 
ritualized combat. 

B. When a warrior was defeated, he was immediately stripped 
naked, roughed up, tied up, and paraded to the pyramids. 

C. Then blood was taken from the necks of the victims and 
ulluchu juice was added to prevent coagulation. 

D. B and C would present chalices of that blood to the warrior 
who had led the expedition, and he would drink it. 

1. Through accepting this offering of blood, he assured 
the ancestors and gods that the people were pious 
and reverent. 

2. He also assured the gods that they carried out the 
ceremonies and rituals appropriate to their worship and 
guaranteed that Moche life would continue. 

Suggested Reading: 

Kirkpatrick, Lords of Sipan. 

Von Hagen and Morris, The Cities of the Ancient Andes. 

Zettler and Horne, eds.. Treasures from the Royal Tombs of Ur. 
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Questions to Consider: 

1. The Moche sacrifice ceremony centered around human blood. In 
what contemporary religions does the concept or reality of blood 
play an important role? 

2. It appears that four appointed priestly figures, three males and a 
female, repeatedly practiced a sacrificial ritual over many 
generations in Moche ceremonial centers. What are the enduring 
rituals and participants in contemporary religions? 
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theme three: Reconstructing Ancient Rituals 


Lecture Seventeen — Transcript 

Chalice of Blood in Ancient Peru 

Welcome back. In this lecture we are traveling to six coastal valleys 
in northern Peru to see how archaeologists reconstructed one single 
ancient ritual from a lost culture called the Moche, simply through 
looking at images on pottery. We would call this using iconography 
in order to interpret the past. We’ve already had a good example 
of that in the case of our Bronze Age rock art from southern 
Scandinavia, which allowed us to tentatively reconstruct a whole 
range of ritual procedures and practices based just on those rock art 
images. Iconography means a combination of icon, a Greek word for 
“picture” or “image,” and graphy, “writing.” So writing with images 
is what iconography’s all about. And just as with writing in terms of 
words and letters and phonetic symbols, you need to know the code 
in order to interpret the image, so it is with iconography. A lot of our 
efforts when we are using this kind of technique, this iconographical 
technique, is to try to penetrate back to the minds of the people who 
created those images and try to feel that we are on firm ground when 
we decide how to interpret them. 

Let me give you an example of iconography. One of the central 
images of the Christian faith is the man on the cross, Jesus on the 
cross. If you had shown that image to a Roman 2,000 years ago, it 
would have seemed an image of execution of a criminal of the lowest 
order, a pirate, a rebellious slave. You may remember that Spartacus 
and his fellow slaves were tortured and killed by being nailed on 
crosses all the way up and down the Appian way. But our feelings 
about that image have completely changed. It’s an image of heroic 
self sacrifice and redemption today, and it exists either with the 
figure on the cross or the cross itself. Yet if you see that cross at a 
place beside a busy highway, it carries a different meaning to you. 
You know that that’s a place where someone died in an automobile 
crash and is being commemorated with that religious symbol. So the 
symbol itself carries a meaning. The context in which the symbol is 
presented may carry an additional and sometimes very different 
meaning, and in various cultures one in the same symbol can have 
quite different effects on the person who’s looking at it. That’s 
iconography. We’re going to look at an amazing detective story 
where a couple of archaeologists, in particular one archaeologist, 
Christopher Donnan of the University of California at Los Angeles 
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used his supreme knowledge of the iconography, the art that appears 
on the pottery of these Moche people of northern Peru, in order to 
untangle the web of clues around this mysterious ancient ritual. 

The Moche were a pre-Inca people. The Inca sort of hogged the 
spotlight, as far as people’s thinking about Andean cultures or Peru, 
but in fact they were very much latecomers on the scene. They had 
only ruled their great empire for a couple of centuries before the 
arrival of the Spanish in the 16 th century put an end to native rule in 
South America. The Inca were preceded by a culture called the 
Chimu. The Chimu were preceded by our culture for this lecture, the 
Moche, who prevail in those six river valleys near the north coast, 
from about 100 A.D. to about 800 A.D. Then before them are the 
broad mass of people that we call the Chavin that carry us way back 
more than 2,000 years ago. So there’s a sort of a cultural continuum 
with one culture rising, developing an extraordinary collection of 
motifs and cultural practices and then being supplanted by another 
culture that does in fact pick up a great deal of that previous culture’s 
work. So the Inca are sort of the sum of went before them. 

The Moche became known to the modern world through their 
artifacts which were buried often in great earth pyramids, that form 
that we’ve already seen in different places around the world was 
used by the Moche for their ceremonial centers and as the burial 
places for their monarchs and their high ranking individuals. They 
were made of earth, not of stone, those ceremonial centers, and there 
was one in each of the six valleys. They looked out over fantastically 
fertile farmland where the local farmers were growing such crops as 
com, tuber crops like potatoes, and many other vegetable crops. The 
waters of the rivers that came down weren’t judged sufficient so 
these Moche, with their great engineering skills went way up, 
sometimes 70 miles up into the high country and built ditches as 
aqueducts to bring the water right down into their fertile valleys and 
spread them out through irrigation systems that were just as 
complicated and just as impressive as those in Mesopotamia. 

From those ceremonial centers, a group of elite people, led by 
someone who looked very much like a king but who played intensely 
ritual roles throughout their lives, governed their valleys. Although 
there were differences of opinion about the relationship between the 
six valleys, some people viewed them as six contemporary 
communities, each pursuing its own path and to some extent living in 
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harmony with the rest. Others view it as one united kingdom. 1 agree 
with those who see this as the territories of six units we might call 
city states, very much like the city states of Mesopotamia, back in 
the Bronze Age. Ur was such a city state. The city states of Greece — 
we’re going to be coming up on Athens a few lectures from now. 
[Athens] is such a city state in a mosaic of other city states. The 
typical relationship between city states — we'll also see this with the 
Maya when we get up to Yucatan and eastern Mexico in our next 
lecture and look at Palenque — the typical relationship between city 
states is rivalry, competition, and endemic warfare. 1 think we’re 
going to see clues that exactly that kind of relationship existed 
amongst these six Moche regions, each one a river valley cut off by 
high country from the next one, although each accessible to the other 
by sea and by walking along the coast. 

Now we’ve got a couple of heroes, as I said, in this archaeological 
story. One is a Peruvian archaeologist named Walter Alva and the 
other is Professor Donnan of UCLA. Let's start though, with Walter 
Alva. He grew up in Peru, tutored from an early age. He, having 
moved with his family into the Moche River Valley, was tutored by a 
scholar named Diaz who had devoted his life to studying these 
Moche people. They were not well known to the outside world. They 
had left no records behind. They were not known to have writing. Of 
course we have to remember even the Inca did not have a writing 
system. So they were known only from their artifacts. The artifacts 
had, in many cases, been made of gold. Way back in the 1 st century 
A.D., at the beginnings of Moche culture they had mastered very 
complex metallurgy creating beautiful artifacts in copper, in silver, 
and in gold. They even celebrated some of the metal workers in their 
artwork, because this was such an important element of their ritual 
life. They didn’t use metal for practical purposes as we would say. It 
was a ceremonial, exotic material. But of course it made the tombs of 
the Moche targets. 

First to the Inca who had no hesitation about breaking into the tombs 
and the sacred places of these earlier cultures, that they saw 
themselves as replacing with a just regime but later by the Spanish. 
And in one horrible episode, many years ago, relic hunters actually 
diverted a branch of the Moche River so that it would flow against the 
side of the so-called Pyramid of the Sun and wash it away as quickly 
as possible, so that the gold artifacts and the other materials would 
come tumbling out. Among these things, surprisingly were fantastic 
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pieces of pottery, and the Moche more than almost any other New 
World people are known for their pottery. They created a pottery/ 
tradition as impressive in its way as the red and black figure pottery of 
Ancient Athens and other Greek sites. Like ancient Athens, almost 
every pot, beautifully ornamented with figures, representations of 
scenes that could be mythical, could be historical, could be generic 
scenes showing hunting or daily activities. Also like the Greeks, also 
like our Bronze Age Scandinavians of a couple of lectures ago, Moche 
were very interested in sex and in depicting sex. Some of this sex is 
definitely ritual in nature because one partner within the sexual act is 
in many cases a supernatural being with many attributes of an animal, 
welded on to the human frame. Others you would look at and simply 
assume that this a representation of a people with absolutely no 
inhibitions about sex, willing to experiment with all possible manners 
of coupling, men and women put together in a way that just doesn’t 
have any precedent elsewhere in New World art. 

The sexual nature of the objects, the fact that they were so beautiful 
and glossy, the earth fell away from them and left them looking like 
new. The fact that they included portraiture, where jugs were made 
like what are called Toby jugs from England, where the body of the 
jug is the head, almost the portrait of a person with ear spools and 
fantastic headdresses. They were immediately (as much as pottery is 
not) in demand among collectors and museums. So thousands upon 
thousands of Moche pots went out of the country as art objects into 
the hands of collectors, while all of that Moche gold, for the most 
part, went into smelting operations and refineries. If you want to see 
it, go to some of the churches in Peru and even in Spain and look at 
the altar pieces of gold, that’s where it is. So we have a tiny portion 
of the fantastic gold work. We have a great deal of the pottery 
because there’s nothing you can do with pottery but resell it. 

Christopher Donnan in UCLA was intrigued by this unknown 
civilization, the Moche, who had produced so much pottery. At about 
the time that young Walter Alva was in the hands of his tutor, Diaz, 
there in the Moche valley, being taught. He started about the age of 
eight, but by the age of 12 Walter Alva, by running his hands over a 
pot, could tell you whether it was real Moche or not and to what 
period it belonged and name you some of the figures and 
iconography based on contemporary ideas about who they were. 
Christopher Donnan from his study in UCLA, was looking at 
photographs that he had assembled; about 100,000 photographs of 
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different Moche pots, now scattered all over the world. He had 
created the world’s largest archive of these photos. He didn’t have 
the pots themselves, in most cases. They were scattered among many 
museums and private collections. 

But as Donnan looked over the pictures, the photographs, he realized 
that if he peeled off the images from these cylindrical pots and laid 
them flat they represented scenes. Something was going on; an 
action was being performed. Often with very identifiable animal or 
supernatural or human figures. He began to list some of these scenes. 
There were deer-hunting scenes where people were playing trumpets 
that seemed to appear again and again. There were funeral scenes 
where a high ranking individual seemed to be going through the 
process of having his funeral rites celebrated. And in another place 
vultures were devouring a being, a human, that Donnan interpreted 
as a shaman, perhaps a shaman who had failed in his task of reading 
correctly and communicating with the spirit world. 

There was one scene in particular that showed up again and again 
with four figures, whom Donnan labeled “A,” “B,” “C,” “D,” 
continually in the same position relative to each other, arrayed 
iconographically in the same kinds of paraphernalia and regalia, 
holding the same objects. He began to think this must be a myth. 
This would be the equivalent of let’s say a crucifixion scene in 
Christian iconography or in Greek iconography, a labor of Hercules, 
which showed up again and again, the killing of the Nemean lion or 
the gathering of the apples of the Hesperides, some recognizable 
myth that would allow him to get a window into Moche religious 
ideas if he could just figure out who they were. You may remember 
back in our rock art of southern Scandinavia lecture, I talked about 
some of the gigantic male figures seeming to me to be equivalent to 
the later Viking gods of Odin and Thor. 

What made me think that? Iconography. The tall figure that carried 
the spear and had a funny flap on one side of the face, I associated, 
as did many people looking at these objects with Odin, that great god 
of Viking religion who always wielded the spear. That was his 
“attribute” as we called it. Figures in iconography are represented by 
a series of attributes that they are always shown with, [like] Heracles 
or Hercules, or course, with his lion skin and his club. Well the spear 
belongs to Odin, and Odin also is missing an eye. He went down to 
the deep wells at the bottom of the world tree, and he bartered away 
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an eye in exchange for supernatural knowledge, that flap, with the 
figure who is brandishing the spear look like Odin. Thor, well he’s 
the famous one with that hammer, Mjollnir, that if he throws it, it 
will boomerang like, come back to his hand. He makes the thunder. 
And that seemed to be Thor, or ancestor of Thor, based on 
iconography in this image. 

Donnan, looking at these four figures who are arrayed with 
attributes, things they are wearing, things they are holding, things 
that they are accompanied with, felt if he could figure out who they 
were, he could see into a Moche myth. Now let’s describe those four 
figures. Of course, Walter Alva was seeing them too, that young man 
down in Peru looking at all these pots that were shown to him by his 
mentor and tutor, the scholar Diaz, who had so many for Alva to 
handle. First of all, we have figure A. Figure A is a male. He is taller 
than the others. He’s very grand, Donnan thought of him at first as a 
warrior priest. It’s become common now simply to call him to the 
lord in a sort of feudal sense of the ruling lord. He is arrayed as a 
warrior. He’s wearing armor; he’s wearing a great helmet. On the top 
of his helmet is a massive crescent ornament. He’s got a nose 
ornament, piercing his nostrils. He has arrays like lightning bolts or 
rays of light coming out of his shoulders and out of his head as if 
he’s shining in the light. He is bending forward. Sometimes he’s 
accompanied by a dog; sometimes he’s accompanied by little fruits 
that looked like a fruit called the ulluchu fruit, which is a cousin of 
the papaya. What in the world were they doing there? At any rate 
this is his little cloud of attributes. 

This grand figure, usually if you’re looking at the strip pictured on 
the left had of the strip, is looking forward and two other figures, B 
and C are approaching him. What are they bringing? Each one is 
offering a goblet or chalice, sort of stemmed vessel, drinking vessel 
with something in it. One is male, that’s B. One is female, that is C. 
And the B figure is a smaller warrior. There were elements of birds 
about him. Donnan felt that he was offering the big figure, the lord, 
who was figure A, something to drink in this cup. Behind him was 
our woman, our priestess. She is wearing tassels in her hair. Braids 
come down from her hair with snake heads on the end, quite 
fearsome. She seems to have something to do with an earth deity. 
She’s in an elaborately pattered skirt and she, too, is holding up this 
chalice. Over the chalice itself she’s holding some kind of a disk, 
maybe a little saucer, not quite clear. 
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Finally at the right-hand side of the composition behind B and C, the 
male and female offering the chalice to our lord, is another great lord 
or warrior priest, minus the crescent ornament on top of the head. 
Behind him is an extraordinary^ attribute. It is a war mace, one of those 
weapons that comes out like a club but with a bulbous head with sharp 
edges on it for whacking people on the battlefield, and this thing’s 
alive. The two real attributes of a Moche warrior, seen on thousands of 
these vases are the shield and this mace, this club with the sort of 
angular top. Both the shield and the club can be brought to life as sort 
of fantasy figures that can drink out of these chalices and so on. So one 
of these is hovering behind our figure D, who is otherwise very much 
like our figure A, a great dominant male figure in warrior attire. 

Donnan didn’t expect that archaeology would provide the answers, 
because he thought it would simply be more and more iconography 
and then finally links to known myths from the Andean peoples that 
might break through the cloud of uncertainty as to what this scene 
meant. But he was mistaken. It was a remarkable archaeological 
discovery down in Moche country itself that finally shed light on 
what was going on. It was in the mid-1970s that Donnan made his 
publication about the scene. He called it the “presentation theme,” 
because those two middle figures were presenting goblets or 
chalices. Later on though others began to call it the “sacrifice 
ceremony.” I should mention that in addition to these four-lettered 
figures, there were usually some other figures down on a lower 
panel. There’d be a snake running across the whole thing as a divider 
and below that snake in the lower panel of the pot, there would be 
naked men bound, trussed up, and there would be people reaching 
forward to put knives into their necks and seemingly draw blood. So 
Donnan thought it was a sacrifice theme. That’s why others began to 
call it the sacrifice ceremony. In the goblets offered by B and C to A, 
was blood, human blood, which A was probably going to drink. 

Now an extraordinary series of discoveries in those mounds [were] 
carried out by Walter Alva, now a grown up archaeologist himself, 
and by Christopher Donnan, who went down to Peru. At a time when 
these Moche tombs were once again under terrific attack by looters, 
relic hunters, people who were in touch with the black market in 
antiquities and stolen art, smuggling these things out of Peru by the 
thousands, Donnan went down and brought supplies and funds and 
helped Alva carry through a campaign of excavating in some of these 
great tombs of the Moche at sites like Sipan. Out of these 
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excavations, which involved both Donnan and Alva, came an 
extraordinaiy series of discoveries in which the characters of that 
famous scene appeared in the tombs: men and women arrayed in the 
attributes that Donnan had already seen on those ancient pots. 

One of the first to appear was the priestess, C. Archaeologists were 
working in a mound, they came down into a tomb, worked their way 
through the human sacrifices, the animal sacrifices, the treasures that 
had been placed in the pit with this figure, and they came down on 
her and there she was, a woman, lying on her back with her hands 
raised above her head on either side. Her arms [were] extended 
formally on either side and great masses of copper [had been] poured 
into molds of her arms and hands to emphasize that pose that we last 
saw in southern Scandinavia, southern Sweden, and identified as a 
piratic, as a religious pose of a worshiper, as someone celebrating the 
presence of a spirit or a god. That’s how the priestess was arrayed. 
She had the other attributes that had been seen in the pottery, 
including the tassels for her hair, and in her tomb there was the 
chalice, and there was the basin, holding the ceramic bowls, all of 
which Christopher Donnan had picked out already in the pottery. 

They went on to other sites and found more and more of these 
figures. The most famous is the man called the Lord of Sipan by 
archaeologists and the general public now. The richest single tomb 
ever found in the New World since the Inca tombs and Aztec ones 
had mostly been broken into and looted by the time archaeologists 
got there. Massive amounts of gold, a great number of treasures, 
many layers to this tomb of the Lord of Sipan, discovered by Walter 
Alva. He had always insisted, ever since he got to know the Moche 
art as a boy, that someone was going to finally find an un-raided 
tomb of the Moche and prove these people to have been among the 
giants of the ancient world in terms of their cultural and artistic 
achievements. Here was proof, the Lord of Sipan, buried with 
enormous complexity, many rituals, fantastic grave goods, but there 
he was. He had that crescent-shaped emblem in gold over his head. 
The rays that had been seen on the figure A seemed to be the 
gleaming light off gold because he was arrayed with a great deal of 
beaten gold all over his chest and head. He was in other respects the 
image of that A figure in the scenes. Here was the lord to whom they 
were bringing the goblets. Later on, B, the bird man, showed up also, 
and finally in a tomb, that was called the tomb of the old Lord of 
Sipan, a figure who seemed to match Donnan’s figure D. 
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Ultimately they found more, especially of C the priestess, and these 
different tombs were more than a hundred miles apart and several 
centuries apart in time. So it was clear this wasn’t a snapshot of a 
ceremony, a historical ceremony that had had happened once and was 
so impressive, everyone remembered it and kept showing it again, 
something like the crucifixion, which is one single event in Christian 
history. No, this was a ritual that was presented again and again, 
involving the same cast of characters, these four identities, but 
different people, different men and women in each generation of 
Moche nobility. Probably each of the six different valleys would take 
on those roles and carry out that essential core ceremony of Moche 
religion. A supreme moment was when they were digging into a 
mound and found chambers that they were able to identify with some 
certainty as the chambers where these sacrifices had been carried out. 
They contained the dismembered remains, the bones but lopped off of 
hands and feet and body parts of the victims, they contained the basins 
and it seemed quite clear to Donnan and to Alva both that these were 
the sacrificial chambers where it all happened. They also had the 
paraphernalia, the cups and the chalices, in these little chambers. 

One of the interesting finds involves the ulluchu fruit that I told you 
was shown near the A figure, the lord or the warrior priest. Ulluchu 
was studied and found to be this cousin of the papaya, a thing that 
produced a juice that was an anticoagulant. One of the things about a 
ceremony that would involve drinking blood — I don’t know if this 
often is brought up as a practical matter in vampire lore — but human 
blood is made chemically to coagulate very quickly. Unless you put 
an anticoagulant, it will be as Donnan says, the consistency of yogurt 
in a very short time after being taken out. You can’t drink it like a 
wine or a liquid from a chalice. So it seemed that the ulluchu, which 
is an anticoagulant, had its part to play in this ritual, and it was 
faithfully represented then as an item in this extraordinary grim and 
gruesome to us, representation of this ceremony. Ultimately through 
all of his looking at the pots and finding subsidiary scenes that 
seemed to play into the main sacrifice ceremony or presentation 
theme, Donnan came up with a scenario for a very complex ritual 
which was practiced over centuries and in which all of the six 
different Moche valleys probably took part. 

He felt that this basic ceremony of drinking the blood was tied to 
Moche warfare. He saw lots and lots of scenes of warriors basically 
accoutered like our A and D, the lords, the warrior priests of his 
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MMMt cul there on the battlefield, having duals with other warriors. 
Tins was the way warfare was represented. It wasn’t a matter of 
going raiding villages of killing women and children. It seemed to be 
a ritualized combat, one Moche warrior against another. But it was 
very clear that when one was defeated the first thing that happened 
was he lost all of his fantastic outfit of clothing and headdress and so 
on and became naked. Sometimes there was a lizard mark, like a 
tattoo or a painting on the body of this naked captive, and maybe that 
was representing a tribe who were fought against, maybe it was a 
sign of being a captive and a future sacrifice. They were roughed up 
on the battle field to draw some blood then tied up, and there was a 
procession from the place of the battle to the place of pyramids. This 
seemed to accord with the ceremonial centers at the different sites. 
Then there was the scene in which the blood was taken from the 
necks of the victims, and 1 should say that among the bones were 
found many where there were nicks on the cervical vertebrae, 
indicating that they had had their throats slit just before death in 
accordance with this interpretation. The ulluchu juice was added in 
order to ensure that the blood would not coagulate. And finally D 
and C, the bird priest and the woman, would present in chalices the 
blood of those victims to the warrior who had probably led the 
expedition so that he could drink that blood and, based on what we 
know about the religious ideas behind these blood sacrifices from so 
many different cultures that we’ve looked at, in this way, somehow 
ensure through accepting this offering of blood, ensure the ancestors, 
ensure the gods, that the people were pious, were reverent, were 
carrying out the ceremonies and rituals appropriate to their worship 
and guaranteeing that Moche life would indeed continue. 
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Lecture Eighteen 
Decoding Rituals at Palenque 


Scope: 

Old World archaeology began with a Spanish army engineer 
exploring Herculaneum in 1738. New World archaeology began 
when a Spanish army officer cleared, excavated, and reported on the 
ruined Mayan city of Palenque in 1787. Palenque’s importance to 
archaeology increased in the 20 th century when its inscriptions 
provided clues that cracked the code of Mayan hieroglyphs. Art and 
inscriptions record a vast range of Mayan rituals: the sacred ball 
game; the ceremonies marking turning points in a king s reign; the 
ceremonial torture and sacrifice of prisoners taken in war; a Mayan s 
private vision quest in which the tongue was pierced with a stingray 
spine. Even cigar smoking proved to have ritual connotations. The 
ball game was a miniature cult in itself, with a stone court 
representing the cosmos, a ball representing a celestial body, two 
teams competing to knock the ball through a stone hoop, and a 
human sacrifice at the end. 


Outline 

I. We conclude this section of the course with the Mayan 

ceremonial center of Palenque. 

A. Palenque’s greatest time of achievement was between about 
250 and 799 A.D. It was a site of kings and priests and a 
place devoted to rituals of all kinds. 

B. Today Palenque is almost a square mile of palaces, stepped 
pyramids, and ball courts. In what is now unexplored 
forest or open area may have been a large urban complex 
of houses. 

C. After about 900 A.D., the elite culture of the Maya collapsed 
and the great centers were abandoned. 

D. In this lecture, we bring to life a Mayan ceremonial center 
and visualize their rituals. 
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II. This ceremonial site at Palenque brings together different kinds 

of rituals we’ve seen in our survey so far. 

A. So where we had the bull dance at Knossos, we will find an 
echo of that in the Mayan ball game. 

B. We have the blood-letting ceremonies of the Moche, and we 
have divination; we will see these elements combined in 
Mayan ritual. 

C. The shamans, animism, and study of the heavens also make 
an appearance. 

D. The Maya erected a towering edifice of supreme beings, of 
people who serve the gods in temples, and of a calendrical 
cycle of feasts, offerings, observations, and prayers. 

III. Once the Mayan script was deciphered starting in the 1970s, it 

was possible to get a new view of the Maya. 

A. The Maya lived a very bloody life where war was carried on 
in a ritual way to supply the gods with blood. 

B. One Mayan site demonstrates the sacrifice of a child to 
the gods. 

IV. Palenque is one of the most important Mayan sites. 

A. In the 1 8 th century when the area was under Spanish control, 
the king of Spain learned about ruins near Palenque village 
and entrusted them to the army to excavate and record. 

B. From that excavation came the realization that the area had 
once supported a complex, glorious civilization. 

C. Serious archaeological work began in the 20 th century, when 
Alberto Ruz tackled the stepped pyramid called the Temple 
of the Inscriptions. 

D. Burrowing down into the temple, Ruz discovered a stone 
sarcophagus, and inside that was the body of an adult male 
with a jade mask and fantastic grave offerings. 

E. This was the single most important ruler in Palenque’s 
history; his name was Pakal, which means “the shield.” 

F. There is a beautiful image called the Oval Cartouche that 
depicts his coronation. 

1. He's shown seated crossed-legged on a throne of jaguars. 

2. He’s leaning over and speaking to his mother, and she is 
handing to him the war leader’s headdress. 
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G. The Temple of the Inscriptions is one gigantic inscription in 
three panels, with more than 600 hieroglyphic symbols on it. 

1. It dates from the time of Pakal’s son. 

2. It interweaves the religious history and the rituals of the 
last few reigns with the political history. 

3. It emphasizes the importance of the king celebrating 
events with due ritual. 

V. Mayan rituals were carried out with the king as the supreme 
intermediary between the world of the living and the world of 
the dead. 

A. Sometimes the king dressed himself as a god. 

B. In the top parts of the temples, the great lords and the king 
himself would let themselves bleed, and in that faint state 
they would seek communication with the gods — “calling the 
serpents of vision.” 

C. There were stone chambers within the temples for purifying 
sweat baths. 

D. The most spectacular of all the ceremonies were the ball 
games, which concluded with human sacrifice. 

Suggested Reading: 

Stuart and Stuart, Palenque. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Why do you think the Maya introduced sweat baths into their 
wide repertoire of religious structures and practices? 

2. Are there analogies in other cultures to the sacred Mayan ball 
game, in which we see religious impulse and ritual linked to 
competitive sport? 
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Lecture Eighteen — Transcript 
Decoding Rituals at Palenque 

Welcome back. We are going to conclude our six-lecture section on 
identifying rituals through archaeological research by going to the 
extraordinary Mayan ceremonial center of Palenque, a place that 
flourished contemporary with the Moche culture in Peru that we 
looked at last time. Palenque having its time of greatest achievement 
between about 250 A.D. and (actually we could be very precise) 799 
A.D., the last calendar year in which a Mayan inscription was set up 
with a date on it at this site of Palenque. It was, as we know now, a 
great site of kings with an elaborate court, many priests who were 
drawn from elite families in the service of many gods and spirits and 
a place devoted to rituals of all kinds. That’s why 1 called it a 
ceremonial center. If you go to Palenque today, and I hope you all 
will, you will see acres, almost a square mile, of fantastic stone 
structures, palaces, stepped pyramids (often with nine steps 
representing the nine levels of the underworld), palaces on top, 
shrines, temples, ball court, lots of different monuments. Beyond that 
out in what is now unexplored forest or open area may have been in 
fact a large urban complex of huts and houses made of perishable 
materials, but the center of that community was a place that was one 
gigantic stage for ceremonies, [which] was the task of the monarchs 
of Palenque, as the Mayan rulers of these city states and ceremonial 
centers that were established all over the realm of the Maya. That 
includes of course, eastern Mexico, particularly the Yucatan 
Peninsula and sections of the modem countries of Belize and 
Honduras and Guatemala, all of these have incredible rich heritages 
of Maya sites. 

Unlike the Inca or the Aztec, who were flourishing civilizations at 
the time that the Spanish came after 1500 and were destroyed by the 
Spanish, the Maya had already risen and fallen centuries before the 
Spanish came. Did that mean that there were no more Maya? On the 
contrary, the Maya today form the single largest group of Native 
Americans based on those who speak the Maya language and carry 
on the Maya traditions. They were always quite numerous. They 
carry on their farming traditions there in the heartland of 
Mesoam erica, as we call it, the middle America between north and 
south. To them the abandoned cities where the kings and 
astronomers and priests and warriors and architects and scientists all 
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lived together, those are sacred places, just as the caves and the other 
unique sites of their landscape are sacred places. But after about the 
year 900, for mysterious reasons we do not understand, the elite 
culture of the Maya collapsed and the great centers like Caracol, like 
Tikal, Copan, they were abandoned. 

What we’re going to try to do is bring to life a ceremonial center 
where we will see rituals being carried out, and thanks to the fairly 
recent decipherment of that Maya hieroglyphic script, which really got 
rolling in the last third of the 20 ,h century, it’s now possible to 
understand very specifically who are the rulers represented in the 
reliefs, who are the gods, what are the rituals, what are their historic 
events, and what precise dates can we associate with all this activity. 
We’re going to see that this site, this ceremonial site at Palenque, 
brings together different kinds of rituals we've already seen in our 
survey so far. So where we had the bull dance at Knossos, these young 
people involved in a contest that was of religious and ritual nature, an 
athletic event, we will find an echo of that in the Mayan ball game 
where the world’s first rubber ball weighing anything from six to eight 
pounds and being about a foot in diameter, was a solid rubber ball and 
was bounced and batted around a ball court by players in what was, in 
fact, a ritualistic game. We're used to people in our society turning 
secular games into a religion. 1 need only name football and basketball 
and the Final Four season (yes I do teach at the University of 
Louisville) to remind you that sports can become a religion. The 
original sport based on a ball and all bouncing ball games, whether 
they’re basketball or volleyball or in another form, football and rugby, 
they all descend from this Mayan ball game because before the Mayan 
were brought into contact with western Europeanized civilization 
nobody in that world had a ball that would bounce. 

That was itself, a religious ritual that then became a series of secular 
sports. So we have the analogy to the Cretan bull dance. We have the 
blood-letting ceremonies of the Moche that we saw last time, and we 
certainly have divination, certain rituals that are involved in putting 
people in touch with the spirit world and with the gods so that they can 
see into the future and ensure that they are doing the right things so 
that their culture and their world will continue. Now, I mentioned that 
this is all to do with the ceremonial centers, and I’d like you to think 
back to our rock art of Bronze Age Sweden, where for once we looked 
at the other side, for once the industry of those farming families of 
southern Scandinavia some 3,000 years ago, left us a terrific record of 
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their very rich, their veiy complex ceremonial life. We don't have that 
kind of record for the vast 90 or 95 percent of Mayan population 
during that classic period when the great ceremonial centers were 
rising in stone. But we do have some references to the specialists who 
served the common people, and they are our old friends the shamans, 
the medicine men, the medicine women. 

They had an animistic view of the world: Everything inherently has 
its own spirit, its own life force, its own identity in the spirit world. 
And the shamans were mediators between the common people, most 
of whom were involved in agriculture, raising the corn, the beans, 
the squash, and so on that are sustaining everyone’s life. Also that is 
what survived, and the shamans in the classic period had to be 
experts in astronomy and calendars because that fixation of the upper 
class had so permeated the world of the Maya, that one element, the 
calendrical obsession, in which every day was numbered, in which 
there were different lunar cycles and solar cycles and, when they 
coincided every 52 years, there was a gigantic change of cycle and 
many ceremonies to get people safely over that conjunction. 

It’s the most complex astronomical system ever worked out. Their 
calendar was far more accurate than ours, and they had a number 
system that was the wonder of the world at that time, if anyone else 
had known about it. They had zero; they had lots of very elaborate 
computations. Some of that got into the world of the farmers, and the 
shamans had to learn this calendrical lore. With the extinction of the 
great ceremonial centers and the extraordinary ritual life that was 
played out on that stage of stepped pyramids and platforms and ball 
courts and open courtyards, which you can still visit at many Maya 
sites, with that extinction, what survived? The common people and 
that shamanistic, animistic view of the world. 

There were some other things that survived as well; some of the 
Mayan traditions, we’ll see that there were elements of their 
iconography that looked like crosses. There was a tradition of 
decking religious figures with special garments and clothing and 
headdresses and offerings that somehow blended very easily into the 
Roman Catholic faith that was imposed upon them, as did the idea of 
the blood sacrifice, which of course is at the center of Christian 
iconography and Christian belief in what is important in world 
history, that sacrifice of Jesus, which was a blood sacrifice. And the 
blood was emphasized in the iconography. So there were many 
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things that made it possible for those who are the ancestors, the 
modern Maya, those fanners who were encountered by the Spanish 
to blend in with that new faith in the 1 6 th century and later when it 
was imposed upon them. 

In the 20 th century at a time when so many European and American 
and Mexican archaeologists were working in Maya country, one of 
the archaeologists was present when a farmer was clearing a field 
that had grown up. It had been allowed to lie fallow. Woods had 
grown up in the area. We need to remember that there were lots of 
parts of the world where the idea of keeping large livestock, like 
cattle and mules, that gave you manure in order to keep one’s fields 
fertilized so that you could use them on a very regular basis, that 
system did not exist, what we would call “intensive agriculture,” 
where you’ve got the draft animals and the domesticated animals 
along with the field crops. There is another side to the coin, 
sometimes called “horticulture” where, in fact, the fields are allowed 
to go back to the forest. The forest then renews the fertility of the soil 
with its fallen leaves and rotting timber and, at a certain point, the 
people will rotate back to that bit of forest, and they’ve got to slash 
and burn the trees in order to clear it off again and make it fertile and 
make it available for crops. So people in horticultural societies need 
an awful lot more land than someone in intensive agriculture, whose 
farm can be just those acres, which are continually renewed, either 
by plowing under crops, sort of a green manure, or spreading out the 
manure from the livestock. 

One of these archaeologists was present when a Maya farmer of the 
20* century was saying a prayer to the trees of the forest that were 
about to be cut down. As our little entry way into this world of Maya 
ceremonialism, Maya ritual, a world in which nothing seems able to 
have been done without the appropriate prayer or ceremony to go 
along with it, I’d like to begin with these words of my own 
paraphrase of this prayer which that archaeologist noted down: Oh 
god, my father and mother, lord of the high and low places, lord of 
the forest. Allow me to do what has always been done. I am making 
this offering. (The man was burning Copan incense, which is 
something that a Maya in the high and glorious days would also have 
done for the gods of the underworld — Copan incense for the gods of 
the earth and the underworld region and then for the gods in the sky, 
the human blood. That was the offering). I make this offering as I am 
about to trespass against your kindness. But maybe you will allow 
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me to do so. I am about to injure you. (And he’s speaking to the 
forest, and of course he’s about to cut it, so that’s the injury). I am 
about to injure you, working you so that I can make a living. May no 
wild forest beast track me down, no snake, no scorpion. Do not turn 
my own ax or machete against me, for with all my heart I am now 
about to work you. 

So he’s addressing the forest. He’s addressing the trees as if they 
were beings. That carries us back to that very early religious tradition 
that we encountered with our shamans, back in the beginning of the 
course. That was the bedrock of Maya tradition. But on top of that 
was erected this towering edifice of supreme beings, the gods, of 
people who serve them in temples, of a calendrical cycle of feasts, 
offerings, observations, prayers. Maya kings had no more essential 
duty, as we now know from the cracking of the code of their 
hieroglyphic script, they had no more serious duty than regularly 
performing the rituals. If this reminds of those Shang kings at 
Anyang, you’re thinking, I believe, in the right direction, not in terms 
of diffusion, not in terms of some sort of cultural link between China 
and Mexico, but rather in terms of similar function. Here’s an 
agricultural society, these are their elite. There is going to be warfare 
but it’s not so much protection that the people need from their 
external enemies and their attacks, it is protection from the unknown, 
from bad weather, from crop failure, and from interestingly to me 
from earthquake. It’s fascinating to me that the areas where we’ve 
seen an obsession with oracles, Greece and the Mediterranean, China 
and now Mesoamerica and it’s present also in Peru, these oracle- 
obsessed areas are all earthquake areas, and I think that the 
uncertainty that those terrible cataclysms would give the human life 
helped engender a strong desire, a yearning to have some way to 
look into the future and feel that you could control what’s going on. 

Once the Maya script, those hieroglyphs, those sacred writings. 
They’re sort of like the Egyptian hieroglyphs in that way. Once they 
were deciphered starting in the 1970s it was possible to get a new 
view of the Maya. I can remember sitting in my undergraduate 
classrooms being taught by a distinguished Mayanist, who told us 
very earnestly that the Maya were peaceful children of the forest 
living in harmony with each other and with nature. The scenes which 
might have been misinterpreted as showing Maya lords with their 
fans and their feathers standing in their glory on the steps of their 
pyramids and receiving naked suppliants, people with their hands 
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held up and blood dripping from their fingertips, actually showed 
forest tribes coming to the mighty Maya and beseeching their aid 
because those forest tribes had been attacked by others beyond the 
Maya boundaries. 

We now know that that's a completely false picture. It was beautiful 
at a time when America itself was trying to develop its own flower 
children culture. In fact the Maya, like people living in city states 
elsewhere as 1 mentioned with the Moche, lived a very bloody life, a 
life where war was carried on in a ritual way in order to get captives. 
People were not left dead on the battlefield. They were wounded, 
brought back, trussed up as prisoners, and then put through tortures 
and ultimately a very public execution in order to get the blood that 
was needed to keep the gods supplied, those gods up there in the sky, 
those celestial deities, who needed the offerings of human blood if 
they were to keep those revolutions going, those turnings of the great 
celestial wheel, to keep the modern world in place. 

One of the sacrifices that we’re going to see at a Maya site will 
perhaps remind you of that Dragonby, England, sacrifice. I told you 1 
was present when the site was excavated and the child’s body was 
found, that little skeleton that 1 associated in my own mind with a 
druidical sacrifice: a pit under the foundation of a house, a child, a 
prepubescent child, lying flat on its face in the pit in a very unusual 
way and then the house built on top of that. In one Maya site there 
was a young girl found lying flat on her face, her hands trussed 
behind her and then the house foundation is built on top of her. So 
we have some of this same idea of the sacrifice to the gods that will 
ensure good fortune. It will ensure the protection of the people who 
make those sacrifices. 

Palenque is one of the most important of all of these Maya sites, and 
it was the first one to be looked at in a serious way archaeologically. 
Way back in the 1 8 th century, it was part of the realms governed by 
the King of Spain (that king happened to be Charles III, or Carlos 
III). He was the monarch, who when was a young man and ruling 
Naples, that kingdom in Italy, he and his very young wife, Maria 
Amalia, had ordered the first scientific excavations in the year 1738, 
going down the shafts of wells in Herculaneum and discovering that 
buried city and then making a museum in their palace for all of the 
things that came out of that shaft. At the end of his life, 50 years 
later, he learned about ruins of Palenque at a time when other Mayan 
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sites had not been studied or mapped. He sent again an army officer 
Gust as he’d sent the military engineers down those shafts at Naples 
in order to discover the lost cities of Vesuvius). He again entrusted it 
to the army, and this meant that everything was recorded. Everything 
was mapped, drawn. Daybooks were kept of what was done. Records 
of the process of working in the field, which makes this a true 
archaeological expedition, even though modern archaeologists have 
to cringe when they read about the hacking of heads and inscriptions 
and pieces of reliefs and sculpture out of the monuments to be taken 
back to the main site or even shipped back over to Spain. An English 
version of this report was published in 1822 in London and that’s 
how it became widely known that there was this place called 
Palenque. And that is not the ancient name. There was a nearby 
village with the Spanish name of Palenque that gave its name to the 
site. We do not know exactly what the Maya called it themselves. 

So what happened then was that people kept coming back to this 
amazing site, wondering about the stone pyramids, wondering if they 
could really have been created by the ancestors of the fairly simple 
village farming societies that at present inhabited that area. 
Gradually the realization was accepted that, yes, there had been a 
time of great glory in the past of these people, and these ceremonial 
centers were the basis. Palenque had a historic role in bringing that 
lost civilization back to light. 

Serious work began in the 20 th century, and one of the giants in that 
field was a Mexican archaeologist named Ruz, who tackled the 
monument, the stepped pyramid that’s called the Temple of the 
Inscriptions. He tackled it. It’s right near the center of the whole 
complex because it had the most of the hieroglyphics all over it. That 
was a time when the writing had not yet been deciphered, and he 
hoped to find things that might help clarify the history of that 
amazing structure. As he was working he saw a stone that had some 
holes bored through it as if you could pass a rope through and then 
lift the stone slab up. He saw other clues around that area, such as a 
stone wall that disappeared sheer into the floor that made him think 
that within that pyramid there might be tunnels, staircases, or hidden 
chambers. This is our Temple of the Inscriptions. Ruz ordered his 
workers to cut their way through the stone work and sure enough 
there was a passage way and for the next three years, all the way up 
to 1952 (he found that first clue in 1949), he pursued the 
passageways. Sometimes they’d lead down to ramps and then there’d 
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be a step, and he’d clear more steps, and he and the workers kept on 
burrowing deeper and deeper until they realized they were at ground 
level or slightly below under the pyramid itself. 

The excitement was overwhelming because this was so much like the 
well-known situation at Giza in Egypt of a king buried within the 
pyramid. Just as the decipherment of the Maya script is going to blast 
away a lot of preconceptions about the Maya, so Ruz’s discoveries 
there inside the pyramid blasted away the idea that those stepped 
pyramids were like the ziggurats of Mesopotamia, simply, artificial 
mountains that will carry a shrine or temple high up near where the 
gods are, because as with the Sumerians, as with the Greeks and the 
Romans, the Hebrews, the gods are up there. They are up in the 
heavens and that pyramid was a believed to be just a way of getting 
the temples closer to god or to the gods. 

Well what Ruz discovered shattered that idea. When they finally 
broke through the last wall they were in a chamber which had a 
gigantic slab of limestone, the masterpiece of Maya art, 13 feet by 
seven feet. So gigantic it couldn’t even really sit free in the room. It 
had been slid into a special slot in the stone masonry, and underneath 
it was a gigantic sarcophagus, also in stone, and inside that — (and 
there were jade treasures everywhere). Excuse me, they’d already 
found one sarcophagus, half a dozen human victims, human 
sacrifices meant to accompany a monarch to the next world. We 
have to be prepared for that by now. It’s such a common worldwide 
practice among our ancestors. [Back to what I was saying], inside the 
main sarcophagus, there was the body of an adult male with a jade 
mask and fantastic offerings in that tomb. They had found the tomb 
of a man — now that we can decipher the hieroglyphs — the single 
most important ruler in the entire century’s-long span of Palenque’s 
glory, the ruler called Pakal [as it is] usually translated now. 
Although you’ll also find books [that use a “C” instead of a “K”]. 
Look twice in your index: If you don’t find it with a “K,” look under 
P-A-C-A-L. But what’s agreed upon is what that name means, “the 
shield,” and he was indeed a shield to his people. 

There’s a beautiful image of him from one of those reliefs that was 
copied very early on in the 1 8 th century. It’s called the Oval Cartouche. 
It is a scene of Lord Pakal at that time of his coronation as king, which 
in fact happened when he was still a very young man, a boy in fact. 
He’s shown in this oval relief seated on a throne of jaguars that are 
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holding him up. He’s crossed-legged in the Mayan fashion, leaning 
over and speaking to a woman. That woman is his mother as the 
hieroglyphs tell us, the widow of his father, the dead king. And she is 
handing to him, handing on to her son one of the pieces of a essential 
regalia of the Lord of Palenque; she is handing to him the war leader’s 
headdress because he will be making ceremonial wars and quite 
practical wars, in some cases we believe, against people who are 
attacking the frontiers of Palenque’s little kingdom. 

This relief is simply one of many that showed rituals in Lord Pakal’s 
reign. The Temple of the Inscriptions turned out to have one gigantic 
inscription in three panels with more than 600 hieroglyphic symbols 
on it (dating from probably the time of Pakal’s son, who was also a 
very great leader and war leader), harking back to Pakal’s reign and 
earlier reigns. That great mass of hieroglyphs interweave[ed] the 
religious history and the rituals of the last few reigns of Palenque’s 
rulers with the political history, the wars, the politics, and so on, 
making it very plain to us, the readers, of that, that it was just as 
important for the king to have celebrated with due ritual his five-year 
anniversary of succession or the laying down of a new building or the 
proper sacrifice of a captured enemy king; all of these things needed to 
have been done correctly. In fact the hieroglyphs have opened up to us 
a whole world of Maya rituals carried out with the vast number of 
priests as officiants but with the king as the supreme intermediary 
between the world of the living and the world of their dead ancestors, 
because of all of his ancestors, the kings of Palenque are there on the 
other side in spirit form, and with the gods themselves. 

In fact sometimes he dresses himself as a god. There’s an occasion 
when a king of Palenque dresses himself as the rain god and dances 
before people. In that light, we’ve got Mayan ceremonies, again, 
enhancing their worship with music and with dance. In those top 
parts of the temples, the great lords and the king himself would go up 
and let themselves bleed, and in that faint state would seek visions 
where they could communicate with the gods and the ancestral 
spirits in a very shamanistic way. They would call this “calling the 
serpents of vision to them” to get in their shamanistic trances, these 
visions of the other side. This was a routine thing for important 
people to do. To purify themselves, there were special rooms, stone 
chambers within the temples, with low doors so the steam wouldn’t 
get out where fires were built. The air was heated, steam was created, 
and these sweat baths — I guess I shouldn’t say always steam. We’re 
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not sure exactly what technique was used — were heated up. It may 
have been a dry heat. It was to get you sweating. It was in order to 
purify the body, and this is a tradition we can find all the way up 
among the Plains Indian tribes of our own United States, such tribes 
as the Sioux, who would regularly build lodges of poles and buffalo 
skin or deer skin to hold in the heat and go in there and do ritual 
sweats to purify themselves for other ceremonies. 

Now the most spectacular of all the ceremonies were conducted in 
the ball courts. And these courts — some people are surprised at how 
small they are when they see them given the spectacular role that 
they play in Mayan tradition — they were a stage where lots of 
different kinds of ceremonies could be put on. But their primary 
function was to serve as sporting places for this ball game, which 
was in itself a ritual. Picture a great big letter “1” printed on a page 
with those serifs, the cross pieces at the top and the bottom ot the 
bar, of the “I.” Then fill in the little side areas with bleachers and 
imagine an average length of about 100 feet for the longitudinal 
dimension and then maybe 30 feet wide, you've got the typical Maya 
ball court, with stone bleachers for the spectators and a playing area 
on which teams or maybe individuals will compete in this sport. 
There is that big heavy bouncing ball. There is a stone ring set 
somewhere on a side wall halfway down the court. At Chichen Itza 
where the ball court is longer than two football fields, the ring is set 
20 feet up. I frankly can’t imagine the athleticism that would get that 
ball through that ring because the rings aren’t very big. But somehow 
they did it. They were arrayed in sort of pads almost like armor that 
covered their vulnerable parts of their body, like modern football 
players’ equipment today. There are stone replicas of what we think 
were the original padded pieces, because it’s a holy game so even the 
equipment is sacred. One enthusiastic archaeologist put on replicas 
of the stone and showed that you can actually maneuver around the 
ball courts with that. You were allowed to hit the ball with your 
thigh, with your hip, or with your upper arm from the elbow to the 
shoulder, nowhere else. At the end of the ball game people were 
sacrificed, sacrificed to the gods. The king sometimes played the 
sacred ball game. 

Toward the end of Palenque's history, it's clear that these have 
become like the gladiatorial combats or the mock sea battles in the 
Colosseum in Rome. They are places where prisoners of war from 
the ongoing battles that the community is fighting are brought back 
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and publicly put through a ritual before they are executed. In the 
gladiatorial combat they will die in the ritual; here they would be 
executed afterwards as a blood offering to the gods. In this way those 
ball courts became symbols for us of a people who have decided that 
within that core of their community, they will create this spectacular 
setting in stone, those towering artificial mountains, carrying the 
temples close to the sky, and from the tops of the temples because 
they have so much more to say. There are combs, as it were, great 
flat projections, thin walls, sticking up from the temple roof ridges 
carrying yet more signs, yet more symbols, yet more reminders of 
the duty of the king, the duty of the priests and the nobility to 
continually give of themselves, give of their lives, give of their own 
blood so that this fantastic life may continue. We have seen many 
records of ritualism all over the world, some of them extraordinarily 
complex and dense and rich in their variation and in their wondrous 
invention of new kinds of, or unexpected to us, kinds of ritual. But I 
don’t think we will encounter many sites where so many different 
strands of religious ritual have been brought together as in Palenque 
in Mexico. 
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Lecture Nineteen 
Temple of the Goddess on Malta 


Scope: 

In 1915, Malta’s first professional archaeologist, Sir Themistocles 
Zammit, began excavating a field at Tarxien where a farmer had 
plowed up ancient potsherds. He brought to light the stone walls of a 
temple complex that the islanders had built in about 3500 B.C. Five 
lobe-shaped chambers opened from a central space. A monumental 
sculpture of an immensely obese, skirted figure indicated a cult of 
the Mother Goddess. A miniature figurine found in a votive pit in the 
hypogeum a few miles away showed the goddess sleeping on a 
curved bed or pallet. At Tarxien, the remains of bones showed that 
she had received sacrificial offerings of sheep and cattle; reliefs cut 
on the stones of the temple also show pigs. Abstract designs of 
spirals found at Tarxien reappear at megalithic sites in western 
Europe, suggesting the possibility of a goddess cult with a well- 
developed symbolic vocabulary of abstract symbols. 

Outline 

I. In this section of our course, we use archaeology as a tool to 

unlock the secrets of ancient gods and temples. 

A. We begin with the Mother Goddess. 

B. Our site is on the island of Malta, where we look at the first 
great temples in the world that were built of stone. 

II. Malta is in a central location in the Mediterranean. 

A. Its first inhabitants were part of that Neolithic, pioneering 
spread of farming families that crossed from Sicily in about 
5000 B.C. 

B. Although the island was protected by the sea, it wasn’t the 
ideal place for Neolithic farmers to settle down; however, it 
did have an underlying bedrock, called coralline limestone, 
useful for construction. 

C. After about 1,200 years, these farming families began to 
develop an extraordinary ritual existence. 
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D. This ritual life was first brought to the world’s attention in 
1913 when excavators broke through into a vast complex of 
artificial caves — the hypogeum. 

E. In this series of chambers, there were human burials and 
human remains of more than 7,000 individuals. It was also 
found to have fantastic architecture. 

F. Most wondrous of all was a statue of a sleeping Mother 
Goddess, similar to the Neolithic Venus figurines. 

III. Sir Themistocles Zammit was in charge of the local museum of 
archaeology and prehistory. 

A. In 1914, farmers working in a small plot began to hit great 
big stones. 

1. Zammit cleared off some of the area and found himself 
in the middle of a temple. 

2 . The temple dates to about 3200 B.C., and it is the 
world’s first gigantic stone temple. 

B. Zammit found that the temple was part of a sophisticated 
complex of four temples. 

C. The central temple was the most remarkable because it had 
multiple apses (curved bays). 

D. As you entered this temple, on your right would be the 
remains of a monumental statue of the Mother Goddess. 

IV. What went on in this temple? 

A. Farmers came here and offered sacrifices to the 
Mother Goddess. 

B. Double holes through stone slabs were used to tether oxen, 
sheep, or goats for sacrifice. 

C. There were altars inside this temple; however, at Tarxien the 
offerings were not burned as one might expect. 

1. This altar has a chamber inside it where Zammit found a 
flint knife for butchering meat and the bones of animals; 
the tools were clean and not burned. 

2 . This suggests that the sacrifice was viewed as a feast for 
the goddess. 

3. All this seems very appropriate for a deity of the earth. 

D. The temple is decorated with images of animals, of the 
goddess, and of spirals. 
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E. The spirals were the way to date the temple. 

1. Sir Arthur Evans suggested a Minoan connection and a 
date some time around 1 500 B.C. 

2. The initial radiocarbon dates put it around 2500 B.C. 

3 . New analyses in the 1970s put it at 3200 B.C. 

V. The temples at Malta and giant megalithic tombs in Brittany 
and Ireland gained a sense of primacy over other famous 
monuments because they were supposed to have been the 
results of religious diffusion. 

A. Building these temples was tremendously difficult but 
something that the Maltese were proud of. 

B. Neolithic models of these temples have been found 
elsewhere and were perhaps souvenirs brought home by 
pilgrims, a treasured memory of a place where they had gone 
to worship. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Malta is isolated by the sea but at the same time open to 
voyagers from many cultures. What role do you see isolation 
and multicultural contacts playing in the development of 
religious traditions? 

2. This course presents the Mother Goddess as the first identifiable 
deity in the archaeological record. If this conclusion is correct, 
how would you explain the goddess’s early appearance in 
religious history? 


©>2009 The Teaching Company. 


89 


Lecture Nineteen — Transcript 
Temple of the Goddess on Malta 

Welcome to the fourth section of our course where we’re using 
archaeology as a tool to unlock the secrets of ancient religion. So far, 
we've had an introduction to the beginnings of religion, way back in 
the Stone Age. Then we've gone on to a section on death and burial 
and the section which we’ve just completed on reconstructing 
ancient rituals through archaeological clues. In this lecture we start 
our six lecture sequence on gods and temples. And probably, if you 
had called up an image of ancient religions at the beginning of this 
course, it’s an image of a god or a temple in which a god would be 
worshiped that you may have thought of first. I don’t believe that is 
the beginning of religion. As we’ve seen there are some earlier 
manifestations that we wanted to talk about first, but certainly at 
Palenque, which we just visited at the end of our ritual sequence, we 
were in the presence of gods and temples, in that case set high up on 
pyramids that bring us, I think, very neatly into our focus for this 
next six lectures. We’re going to start today with what 1 believe is 
the primordial deity of all, the Mother Goddess. 

In the play called Eumenides by Aeschylus part of his trilogy called 
the Orestes which starts off with the tragedy of Agamemnon and 
goes on to the libation bearers, before getting to the Eumenides, the 
kindly ones, these earth spirits, there’s an extraordinary prelude in 
which someone we’ve already encountered, the Pythia, the woman 
who speaks the oracles for Apollo at Delphi, the medium through 
whom Apollo gave his oracles in the classical period of Greece along 
in the 6 th and 5 lh century B.C. and that general period. She comes on 
stage, this Pythia, this oracle. She’s prepared to go into the shrine, 
and she talks to the audience about the prayers that she will offer and 
the purifications, and she talks about the tradition, the oracular 
tradition. She’s very much aware that she serves Apollo, but at the 
same time she’s aware that earlier Delphic oracles, earlier women 
who were at the shrine had very different allegiances. She talks first 
about the nymphs, the spirits of pure water, who are all women, that 
preceded her as the voice of the oracle. Then before them, Themis, 
the goddess of justice. And then back in the primordial beginnings of 
the entire oracular sequence is that Earth Mother, Ge, known to the 
Latin-speaking world as Gaia, that mother of us all. That essential 
great natural force who not just the Greeks, but as we’ve seen people 
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worldwide, venerated as the oldest god of them all. In this lecture we 
are going to go to the island of Malta, in fact to the little archipelago 
that we call Malta, which is the big island of Malta, smaller island of 
Gozo and the little tiny islet of Comino. We are going to look at the 
first great temples in the world that are built of stone. They are 
contemporary with that wonderful grave in Ireland called New 
Grange where there was a little chamber and a passage leading to the 
chamber inside a mound. As I told you in that lecture, the shaft of 
light from the midwinter sunrise strikes through that passage and into 
the chamber and the heart of the mound. 

Those stone structures, although surmounted by a very impressive 
earth mound, a sort of artificial hill at New Grange in Ireland, built 
around 3200 B.C., they are cast in the shade as architectural 
monuments by the world’s oldest, as far as we know, free-standing 
stone structures using giant stone blocks, almost megalithic sized 
blocks for their effects, and those are the temples to the Earth Mother, 
to the Mother Goddess on Malta, certainly on Gozo and Malta island. 
They were discovered back in the beginning of the 20 th century, 
having been completely forgotten. Malta itself, in spite of its very 
central position about midway between Sicily, a European island, and 
the north African coast, in a north-south direction and almost exactly 
midway, east- west between the coast of Lebanon and Palestine in the 
east and between the opening to the Atlantic Ocean at the west end of 
the Mediterranean at Gibraltar or as the ancients would have said, the 
pillars of Heracles or Hercules, Malta’s right about in the middle. One 
of its names was navel of the sea. Homer seems to have put it into his 
Odyssey as the place where the nymph Calypso lived and kept 
Odysseus all those years while he was hoping to get home to his wife 
Penelope. Finally Calypso allowed to him to build a boat and leave her 
island. Malta was visited by Phoenician settlers and traders. It was 
visited by Ottoman Turks and before that of course by Romans and 
Greeks. It was visited by crusaders, by Normans, by many people 
throughout the ages. But its first inhabitants were part of that Neolithic 
pioneering spread of farming families fanning out across Europe as 
they moved west from their origins in the Zagros Mountains and 
Anatolia, what’s modem Turkey and Iraq and Syria, out of the Near 
East and the hearth of that wheat and barely agriculture along with the 
domesticated animals of the sheep, the goat, the cow, and to be added, 
Malta, also coming out of the Near East, the pig. There were farming 
families who about 5000 B.C., so 7,000 years ago, crossed over from 
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Sicily to these islands out in the middle of the sea and established 
themselves there in an unusual kind of environment. 

On the one hand it was protected by the sea, by this great moat of 
water. So once there, they were safe. That’s a thing that we should 
never lose sight of about island cultures. They often tend to be very 
innovative, they often tend to go their own way and develop in 
strange and wonderful forms. We’ve already seen that on Crete. I 
should tell you that that wonderful center at Knossos that Sir Arthur 
Evans excavated had no defensive walls. It didn’t need them; the 
whole island was defended by the sea. When we get to Easter Island, 
much later in the course, we will again see an island that developed a 
unique culture with gargantuan displays of ritual, which might not 
have developed if it had been subject to the same kind of pressures 
and fear of attack that people living in a more densely visited and 
populated area would have experienced. And so it was with Malta. 

It wasn’t the ideal place for Neolithic, new Stone Age farmers to settle 
down. It didn’t have good supplies of flint or obsidian, those rocks that 
allow you to chip and flake very sharp blades and knives and scrapers. 
They had to send all the way to the Lipari Islands, volcanic islands on 
the north side of Sicily, in order to get their obsidian. What they did 
have was an underlying bedrock under what must have been a deeply 
forested and pretty fertile island when they got there. Seven thousand 
years on, it’s almost deforested and pretty bare in spots. Nonetheless 
they had a wonderful resource. The islands were made of limestone 
and a special kind of limestone. The limestone was not made from the 
detritus of lots of little decayed sea creatures drifting down through the 
Devonian Seas. No, it was made of ancient coral reefs, incredibly 
dense and incredibly hard. And because it lay on those fault lines that 
run all the way through the Mediterranean it had also been cloven into 
nice, sharply broken rectangular slabs and strata, just waiting for 
somebody with the engineering skill to hoist them up out of the ground 
and arrange them into buildings. It’s called coralline, coralline 
limestone — and Malta is one of the most magnificent sources of it. If 
you go into the great harbor at Valletta today and the setting sun, you 
will see the sun illuminating these golden, honey colored fronts of all 
these fabulous buildings, modem buildings in this case, that were built 
from the coralline limestones of Malta. 

After about 1,200 years these farming families, having settled down 
on their island and multiplied (although the whole archipelago could 
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never have supported more than a few thousand people, outside 
estimates would put it at 10,000), began to develop an extraordinary 
ritual existence. That life was first brought to the world’s attention, 
the modern world’s attention, in 1913. At that time on the main 
island, some excavation was done that broke through into an 
underground chamber that gave on to other underground chambers, 
both beside it and lower down, into a vast complex of artificial caves 
that had been called the hypogeum and that literally means ’’the place 
below the earth.” In this series of chambers, and it certainly wasn’t 
excavated all at once, but immediately there were discovered human 
burials, human remains. It was a vast mausoleum, ultimately more 
than 7,000 individuals were discovered to have been buried down in 
that hypogeum. It was also found to have fantastic architecture. It 
hadn’t been enough to simply carve out an underground cavern, an 
artificial cave in this fantastic limestone. 

The ancient architects of Malta way back there in the Neolithic in the 
3 rd millennium and 4 th millennium before our era, they had made 
fayades of buildings looking inward as if you were indoors inside a 
great rounded construction with a fantastic rectangular door over the 
door, a great stone lentil, what are called orthostats — those are 
standing stone slabs, squared off — orthostats on either side. So these 
are like the trilithons that will, within a few centuries be erected at 
Stonehenge, flights of steps carved leading up to these doors. The 
doors themselves were, in some cases, blind, leading nowhere. But 
there were more rows, and the whole wall would start to tip in toward 
you at that top as if in that technique that we did see at New Grange in 
the central chamber, the technique called corbelling. A corbel vault, a 
corbel arch, is created by successively adding more and more layers of 
stone, each one projecting a little further forward into the space. It’s 
not a true arch. It’s not a true dome or vault. It is a way of closing over 
that space. And it was all visible there, this sort of fantasy fa9ade of a 
building, of a temple, of something that you were supposed to be in. 

Most wondrous of all, there was a statue. She wasn’t very big but she 
seemed to be the Mother Goddess in person. That is still the view that 
we have today of this little figurine sleeping on a pallet that was 
discovered among all of those dead bodies in the hypogeum. She may 
have been dropped by accident but surely it is no accident that here 
this deity is pictured asleep among all those other individuals who are 
indeed in their last sleep. They are down in her realm, the earth. She is 
a woman such as we have seen in the Venus figures of the Ice Age, 
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broad hips, immense pendulous breasts. She is sometimes irreverently 
referred to as the fat lady, but she seems very proud of her fat. And 
indeed her gargantuan size, the feeling that you are in the presence of a 
great force of nature is very strong. Yet here she is blissfully asleep, 
one hand tucked under her head. And you can see her skirt, which is 
fringed at the bottom, curving up over her hip and coming down 
toward her feet at the bottom of the statue. She’s on some kind of 
constructed bed, so we get a precious glimpse into what must have 
been the home furnishings of these Neolithic fanners, right around 
3200 B.C. and the centuries on either side of that date. 

I want to remind you that New Grange in Ireland, that great 
megalithic monument and the corresponding chamber tomb in 
Brittany that we talked about, they are of the same date. This period 
right around 3200 B.C., and we’ll see why that matters as we get 
further into the realm of the Mother Goddess. 

That was in 1913 that the hypogeum was first broken into, and it was 
explored by Malta’s archaeologists. The man who was in charge of 
the local museum of archaeology and prehistory, a scholar who 
rejoiced in the name of Themistocles Zammit. Themistocles was a 
great Greek naval hero of the city of Athens, and his name takes us 
back to the sort of Greek and European side of Malta’s ancestry. 
Zammit harks to the Phoenician, the Arabic, the Near Eastern side of 
Maltese cultural ancestry. So in himself he united two strands of the 
tradition. I believe that some of the things that make the Maltese 
language so unusual may actually be traceable back to those first 
farmers of 5000 B.C. with that unknown language that they would 
have brought them across Europe as they expanded and pioneered 
their way through this unknown, unexplored country of hunters and 
gatherers, clearing the land, planting their crops. 

It’s very natural that the Mother Goddess would have been the 
supreme deity of these farmers and that she was presiding in the 
place they were buried, did not seem unreasonable. What was 
surprising was what happened in the very next year, 1914, 100 yards 
away from the spot where those construction workers had broken 
through into the hypogeum. Everyone was on the lookout, in 1914 
because of the discovery of the previous year of the hypogeum. 
About 100 yards away, farmers working in a small plot began to hit 
great big stones. Ordinarily they might have ignored these but now 
they were thinking in terms of ancient architecture. So Themistocles 
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Zammit was called in immediately. The day he got there he got out a 
shovel and worked with the farmers and began to clear off some of 
the area of these giant stones, and he found himself in the middle of a 
temple, a temple we now know dates to 3200 B.C., roughly, and we 
can now say is the world’s first gigantic stone temple. As we’re 
going to see some earlier temple structure have just, in the past few 
years, since 2000 have been discovered in Turkey, in southern 
Turkey, that predate the Mother Goddess temples on Malta, but they 
were made of small stones set in walls. Here were the techniques of 
the megalith builders, the use of the giant stone slabs and remember 
geology has provided people dwelling on Malta with huge limestone 
slabs already cut and shaped to be pulled around to places. Here they 
had been brought together in a fantastic temple. 

As Themistocles Zammit worked through the years, he found that the 
temple he’d come down in the middle of was part of a complex of 
four temples. All close together, some of them linked together by 
little flights of steps and extraordinarily sophisticated piece of 
architecture for a world at that time barely knew the concept of stone 
architecture with interiors and facades and so on. That central temple 
that he had found had multiple apses. Now apses are curving bays in 
a large structure. In Roman halls of justice there was an apse at each 
end where sat enthroned the judges, one for civil cases, one for 
criminal cases. That design was carried over in the basilica of 
churches. But many temples would have an apse, a curving space in 
which you would place an image of the god or go as into a chapel for 
special worship and offerings and prayers. 

This particular temple had three sets of apses and a final sort of apse if 
you went straight down the hall in between them all to the end that 
faced you as you entered from the door. As you came in from the area 
outside into this extraordinary sacred space, you would have found on 
your right hand the remains of a monumental statue of the goddess 
herself, recognizable by that fringed skirt, recognizable by the remains 
of her massive legs tapering to small feet but only recognizable from 
that because someone had carried away the top half of the body, so the 
head, the breasts are missing. We have her from the hips down. Many 
people think she was seated, whether seated or standing, she would 
have stood taller than the average person at that time, modeled with 
great care and great difficulty out of the very hard, resistant limestone 
of the island, presiding over her temple. 
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What went on in this temple? We get the feeling that the farmers came 
here and offered sacrifices to her, in a way that is going to be 
paralleled for thousands of years all around the Mediterranean and 
indeed all around the world. The idea of the gods was that although 
they were superhuman, and this was a worldwide belief, they have, 
endearingly enough, human needs. They need to be clothed. They 
need to be fed. They need to be housed. You house them in a temple. 
You clothe them with special garments. We may remember back to 
our Maya who will deck the images of the gods with special clothing. 
If we look forward to Athens we will see that the girls of Athens wove 
a new robe or peplos for Athena every year and decked it on the statue 
in a special ceremony. The same thing was done for the gods of Egypt. 
Then offerings of food were given to these deities, that may seem to 
bring them down to a very ordinary human level, but that’s where they 
started, as people who seemed very close, as beings who held your 
destiny in their hands yet depended on you for their sustenance. 

What do we find of ritual nature inside the temple to tell us what the 
worship was? We find little holes, double holes through stone slabs 
such as are still found in old marketplaces and lots of agricultural 
zones in the Mediterranean. These are hitching holes where you 
would take a rope, which was tethered at its other end to an ox or to a 
sheep or a goat and you’ll put it through it that little hole and tie it. 
This, at any rate, was Themistocles Zammit’ s interpretation of those 
holes in a slab near the entrance of his temple, the place to tie up the 
animal offering while you went inside and made sure that it was the 
right time. There were altars inside this temple, and an altar, 
remember, was originally a place where you lay a sacrifice or 
offering to the god. It’s an indispensable part of most temple 
structures to have an altar where the offerings can be set. At the 
beginning when the gods were pictured in this very anthropomorphic 
way with very human like needs, the actual bones of the sacrificial 
victims would be laid up there on the altar and sometimes burned as 
if to send them to the gods. 

Here it’s not quite definite that that happened. In fact the evidence 
we have is that the offerings were not burned. Inside, one of the 
stones that served as an altar in one of these apses of that central 
temple of the group at — and I have not given you the little place 
name, I’m sorry about that — Tarxien. Tarxien is the place where this 
temple complex was discovered and also where the hypogeum was 
found a short distance away. Here this altar has a chamber inside. 
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What was found in the chamber? He found a flint knife or blade such 
as would be used for butchering and carving up meat and he found 
the bones of animals that were inside. Quite clean, not burned, and 
perhaps suggestive that the goddess was pictured as coming down 
and joining in a feast that this festival meal would be consumed after 
the animal was killed at the altar and that the bones were then placed 
inside. We may remember that Greek tradition had decided that the 
gods don’t really like the good cuts of meat, they like the bones and 
the sinews and the skin and the less tasty bits. So at every great 
Greek sacrifice from the historic period, that is the classical period, 
the animals were butchered. Their bones and some of their remains, 
the skin, were left in a bundle on the altar and there they would be 
burned, but the good steaks and cuts and chops, they would all be 
distributed to the priest family and to ordinary people, or to those 
who had brought the sacrificial animal, in this way providing the 
community with a great feast of meat on a holy day. 

So these are the elements we are sure are part of the ritual, the 
offering of animals as sacrifices, the consuming of the meat and the 
leaving, in some cases, of the bones and in some cases, perhaps, the 
sacrificial tool itself within the temple. All this seems very 
appropriate for a deity of the earth, a deity who is supplying these 
farmers with their existence. Extraordinarily enough, this temple is 
decorated. The decoration that survives is probably only a tiny part 
of the total ensemble of images that once adorned this temple at 
Tarxien. But what do we see? We see images of the animals. This is 
a culture that lives or dies on its livestock. Large parts of Malta must 
have been useful to farmers only as grazing ground or places on 
rocky slopes to keep the goats and so on. We see a little procession 
on one stone of goats and perhaps rams, all in a line. Maybe they’re 
being led to the slaughter. At any rate they are the future sacrificial 
victims. They are a motif for the artist to peck into that very hard 
limestone and leave behind them for eternity. On the little staircase 
that led from the main multi-apsed temple up to a smaller one, to the 
east, there was a great bull carved on the wall in relief along with 
another animal. We see, in fact, the cattle, the goats, the pigs, the 
sheep of these Maltese farmers all carved into the stone of the 
Mother Goddess’s temple. 

There’s something more. There’s abstract art. The animals are nicely 
done. They’re not masterpieces like the Lascaux animals or the 
Altamira painted bison. They’re not in that league, but they’re 
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certainly naturalistic and most of them are recognizable. The 
symbolic art is carried out with such a precision and such care for 
detail that it seems to come from a different hand. It’s clear that the 
image of the goddess, whether she’s sleeping in the hypogeum or 
seated or standing beside the door of her own temple, her image was 
the spiral. Why has been the question that has obsessed religious 
historians ever since these incredible spirals were discovered. She is 
not just one spiral, but multiples running freezes of interlinked 
spirals, some of them sprouting little buds as if they are in fact 
curling vegetation. Others of them more tightly wound, almost like 
clockwork or like something celestial where they are meeting in 
double spirals or even quadruple spirals and then made to stand out 
in relief from the background by having the background carefully 
punctured and pitted with tiny holes all over, so the smooth spirals 
just seem to float on a sea or on a dim background free of the stone 
in which they are carved. 

It’s fantastic artistry; no one was prepared for it when it was 
discovered. When it was discovered way back in the first part of 20 ,h 
century, we have to remember hat no one knew how to date anything 
this unusual. They decided the spirals were the way to date it. Not 
surprisingly Sir Arthur Evans, who thought everything began and 
ended with Crete and with the Minoans, promptly weighed in and 
said that, as soon as the spirals were published, which only took a 
few years, he said that well they were clearly related to the Minoans. 
They seemed to be analogous to his Minoans Two style and he 
speculated that his seafarers from Crete had gone west through the 
Mediterranean and had taught those benighted folk on Malta how to 
make proper spirals on their temples, and that the temples themselves 
(and I think it s important to point out how few people went and saw 
them to appreciate the giganticness of the slabs that had been put 
together) were copies of temples from the area where civilization 
was supposed to be originating, that is the eastern Mediterranean and 
the Near East and Egypt, that they all came later. So probably some 
time in the Bronze Age and probably some time around 1500 B.C. 

The radiocarbon revolution took care of that misconception, and the 
initial radiocarbon dates were put at around 2500 because that was 
alarming enough, it made them contemporaries of the pyramids in 
Egypt. Once radiocarbon analysis started to use a recalibrated 
timeline based on bristle comb pine tree rings that showed us that the 
amount of radiocarbon in the earth’s atmosphere was not constant 
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but fluctuated, suddenly the western European dates were all thrown 
far back in the past, yes, 2500 B.C. would be right by the 
uncalibrated tradition but where did a recalibrated corrected 
radiocarbon date put those Maltese temples? As was revealed by new 
analyses in the 1970s, at 3200 B.C. Older by centuries than the 
pyramids. Older by centuries than any monumental stone 
architecture in the so-called centers of civilization at the other end of 
the Mediterranean. And suddenly the temples at Malta and their near 
contemporaries, those giant megalithic tombs in Brittany and Ireland 
gained a sense of primacy over the pyramids and the other famous 
monuments, when they were supposed to have been the results of 
diffusion, of ideas carried into areas of barbarism and savagery from 
the civilized centers. 

This is an idea that. I’m afraid, the world is still getting its mind 
wrapped around, that Malta, this remote little place could have been 
at the very beginnings of things. There’s another temple on the island 
of Gozo, Ggantija it’s called, and from that word, that name, you can 
see the word “gigantic” in it. It is presenting us with the most 
grandiose fa9ade imaginable. It rises some 20 feet and these huge 
stone slabs, corbels, stones laid on the edge carry the curve of the 
slabs inward, over a space that it seems impossible to think was 
totally vaulted with stone. And yet they certainly started that way. So 
the Tarxien temple is simply the middle, the central point, for an 
entire spread of these temples around these islands in the Neolithic 
period, probably starting around 3800-3600 B.C. and ending at the 
end of the glory days around 2500 B.C. 

We have to expect that this was a tremendously difficult thing and 
something the Maltese were proud of themselves, and we can tell 
that because there are model temples among the art of these 
Neolithic farmers. Some of them are just small stones carved into 
entire temples; others specifically show the doorway, the stone slabs, 
and the beginning of the corbelling. The pragmatic idea is that these 
are architect’s models to start them off correctly on the way to slope 
in the top of that temple with the corbel vault. I believe, on the 
contrary, that these are things carried by pilgrims back to their 
distant farms, something to keep in their homes as a treasured 
memory of a place where they had gone to do worship to their 
goddess, to leave an offering to her, and in turn brought back to their 
own homes an image of her incredible stone house. 
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Lecture Twenty 

The Aten — Monotheism in Egypt 


Scope: 

The lonely tell of el-Amama in the Egyptian desert was only 
identified as a religious center in the 1840s when Karl Lepsius 
translated inscriptions naming it the city of Akhenaten, meaning 
“horizon of the sun disk.” The lost city was inhabited for only about 
two decades in the mid- 14 th century B.C. Its builder was the heretical 
pharaoh Akhenaten, who closed the temples of Egypt’s traditional 
gods and substituted the cult of the Aten, or sun disk, an early 
monotheistic religion unreported by later writers but clearly vouched 
for by archaeological evidence. Akhenaten and his wife Nefertiti 
presided over a revolution, but their reforms were swiftly repudiated 
after Akhenaten’s death. The gigantic temple to the Aten constructed 
at Thebes, 240 miles south of el-Amama, was so thoroughly 
destroyed by successors of Akhenaten that it has taken archaeologists 
and computer programmers decades to reassemble its fragments. 

Outline 

I. In this lecture, we see a god whose rise and fall can be traced 
over the reigns of a few pharaohs. 

A. The god’s name is Aten, referring to the disk of the sun. 

B. With Aten, we see a deliberate attempt to stage a religious 
revolution to establish a god and a great temple for that god, 
all in a very short span of time. 

II. In the 14 th century B.C., Egypt’s 18 th dynasty was in power, 
which was the rule of the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten. 

A. The early deciphering of Egyptian hieroglyphics used the 
Rosetta Stone, which allowed Western scholars to get 
beyond the Egyptian king lists written in Greek. 

B. Then, an archaeologist found the name of a previously 
unknown pharaoh: Akhenaten, who was born Amenhotep IV. 

C. Nothing had been recorded of him in the king lists because 
he had been a heretic. 


100 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


III. Akhenaten recorded every detail of the new faith and the role 

that he would play in bringing it into the world. 

A. Amenhotep 111, Akhenaten's father, had his historians 
research the 3 ul and 4 lh dynasties and discovered a ritual that 
identified Egypt’s king as a god. 

B. Amenhotep III tied his own identity to Amen, god of 
Thebes, linking him to the sun god Rah and bringing him to 
the center of Egyptian worship. 

C. Other religious reforms introduced the worship of the Aten, 
the sun disk, as creator of all, shepherd of the people, and 
light of the world. 

D. The Aten was also the place to which pharaohs would rise 
and join the gods in the afterlife. 

IV. When Amenhotep IV came to the throne, he allowed other gods 

to be worshiped in Egypt but declared Aten his only god. 

A. In the fifth year of his reign, renaming himself Akhenaten, 
he moved his capital to el-Amarna and closed the temples of 
all the other gods. 

B. He started work on a temple to Aten within the temple 
complex at Luxor, but it was never completed. 

C. The temple at el-Amarna was completed, and the worship of 
the god went on there for about three decades. 

D. Akhenaten proclaimed a total change in Egyptian life. 

1. By closing the temples, he had deprived a priestly caste 
of their employment. 

2. The farmers, the ordinary craftspeople, and laborers had 
been deprived of all of their traditions and festivals. 

E. Additionally, up until this time, every Egyptian had pictured 
that he or she could become immortal; Akhenaten proclaimed 
that he alone, as a divine force, would worship the Aten, and 
that he and his family would make that journey to immortality 
on behalf of everyone else. 

V. The art at Tell el-Amarna was completely different from the 

familiar hieratic. 

A. The family of the pharaoh are seated together, and every 
daily humdrum feature is emphasized. 

1. The father is not a heroic figure. 
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2. Across from him is his beautiful wife, Nefertiti. 

3. His daughters are playfully held on the lap and dangled 
upon the knee. 

4. Over the whole scene is the Aten reaching down to 
this family. 

B. With this new style, Akhenaten seems to have been insisting 
that he was not a perfect physical specimen. 

VI. Akhenaten worshiped the Aten on behalf of the kingdom, so he 
eliminated anyone else's role in worship. 

A. He created a monotheistic state and a state almost without 
gods because the supreme god was cut off from the people. 

B. The diplomatic archive of his reign was preserved in the tell, 
including letters from Near Eastern kings that make it clear 
he is losing ground with them. 

VII. King Tut succeeded Akhenaten. 

A. He was born Tutankaten, under the aegis of this new 
supreme god. 

B. By the time he died, he had been renamed Tutankhamen — 
the “-aten” was gone. 

C. The revolution had been reversed: Amen returned as 
presiding deity, the old worship was restored, and the scribes 
did their best to erase the memory of Akhenaten. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Why do you think the sun played such a dominant role in 
Egyptian religion? 

2. Would you consider monotheism to be the most revolutionary 
aspect of Akhenaten’s religious reforms? 
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Lecture Twenty — Transcript 
The Aten — Monotheism in Egypt 

Welcome back. In our first lecture in this section on gods and 
temples, we talked about a deity who never had a childhood, was 
never bom, and has never passed away. She has always existed; the 
Earth Mother. Today we are going to talk about a very different kind 
of god. A god whose rise and fall we can trace over the reigns of a 
few pharaohs in the history of that great kingdom of Egypt on the 
Nile River. The god’s name is Aten, which originally was a common 
noun meaning “disk,” often taken to refer to the disk of the sun, and 
that Aten was elevated over the reigns of a couple of figures, 
pharaohs of great note, to become the central and ultimately the sole 
deity for a short time in the world’s first known monotheistic 
movement that was consciously a reforming movement. Of course, 
as we know from subsequent history, reformations in favor of 
monotheism have brought Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all to the 
fore. With this Aten, we are seeing a deliberate attempt to stage a 
religious revolution, and a god established, and a great temple started 
for that god, all in the span of just a very short time. 

That time was the 14 th century B.C., the 1300s and the 18 th dynasty 
was in power. Depending on the count that you used of pharaoh’s 
years, the rule of the heretic pharaoh, Akhenaten, began either 
around 1377 B.C. or about 20-25 years later. At any rate his name is 
now famous. If one was to take a survey of top-ten pharaohs he 
would be near the front of the list. That was not true 1 50 years ago. 
In the early days of the decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphics, 
which was carried out by a French scholar named Champollion, who 
completed his work in 1822 and released the miracle decipherment 
to the world. It was all based on that Rosetta stone that Napoleon’s 
troops had uncovered in 1 799 when they were trying to turn Egypt 
into a French province. The Rosetta stone, of course, had the same 
inscription in three scripts and two languages. It was written in 
Greek, in Greek characters, which many of the officers of the French 
army could read. On the upper part of the stone was an inscription 
about one of the Ptolemaic pharaohs of Egypt, the ancestors of 
Cleopatra, written in both the hieroglyphic and the demotic. From 
that transliteration, that code cracking done by Champollion with 
help from other scholars, including British scholars, flowed as much 
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of a revolution in archaeology as emerged a few decades later, from 
Rawlinson’s code cracking of the Near Eastern cuneiform script. 

One thing that the decoding of the hieroglyphs allowed western 
scholars to do was to get beyond the king lists of Egypt that had been 
recorded by Greek-speaking scholars. Remember in the last dynasty, 
the Ptolemy, who start with the general of Alexander the Great, that 
general, that Macedonian general, Ptolemy, and goes down to 
Cleopatra almost three centuries later, the court language was Greek. 
Cleopatra was the first of them to learn Egyptian. So there was a lot 
of Greek scholarship into Egyptian history at a time when priests and 
scribes could tell these Greeks, these Greek-speaking Macedonians 
exactly what were the lists of kings, how long they had reigned and 
which monuments they had created. 

There was a puzzle here, because in the latter part of the 1 9 th century , 
when a site in the desert on the east side of the Nile was visited about 
midway between the ancient capital of Thebes, which was the capital 
of the 1 8 th dynasty, way down south in what was called Upper Egypt 
because it was the upper part of the Nile River. Midway between there 
and Memphis, the traditional capital near the pyramids and the sphinx, 
near the point where the river divided to form the delta, there was a 
place. An archaeologist decided to explore some ruins on the east bank 
of the river, and he found the name, in hieroglyphs, which now could 
be sounded out of a new pharaoh, a previously unknown pharaoh who 
could not be found on any list and whose name was Akhenaten. 

Well the puzzle was resolved when it was finally figured out some 
years later that this Akhenaten had had a different name when he was 
bom. He was Amenhotep IV, the son of a great pharaoh named 
Amenhotep III, who had been part of the great renaissance of 
Egypt’s fortunes and prosperity and military strength in the 18 th 
dynasty in that 14 th century B.C. and earlier pharaohs in the 15 th 
century B.C. Why had this Akhenaten changed his name, and why 
had nothing been recorded of him in the king lists, in the histories 
that had been told to the Greeks? It was because he had been a 
heretic pharaoh and as it turned out, archaeologists were ultimately 
able to tell that there had been many monuments of this king’s reign. 
Some in his own chosen name, adopted name of Akhenaten, but that 
they had been deliberately defaced, smashed, obliterated in an 
attempt to wipe out all memory of the reign of this terrible person. 
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As more and more of the story came to light, this extraordinary tale 
of a king who, long before Moses, long before the Jewish patriarchs, 
had tried to impose on Egypt what looked like a monotheistic faith 
finally came to light in all of its details. Because being at the 
beginning of things, Akhenaten had been very eager to record every 
detail of the new faith and the role that he would play in bringing it 
into the world and converting Egypt to this new kind of religion. 
Now what was the Aten? The Aten, as 1 said, means “disk.” 
Hundreds of years before the time of the pharaoh who took the name 
of Akhenaten, the disk was referred to as the place in the sun, the 
sun’s own disk, into which pharaohs would rise when they had died, 
and they were going to join the gods, Osiris and the other gods of the 
afterlife. So the disk was an important place, but still a place. 

Then in the reign of Akhenaten’s father, Amenhotep 111, a change 
took place. Amenhotep III was a great religious reformer. Akhenaten 
came by these genes quite legitimately through his father’s line. 
Amenhotep 111, a descendent of Tutmosis III, who was also a 
religious innovator and reformer was aware that his dynasty, his 
family, had brought into the mainstream of religious faith in Egypt 
the god of their own city, Thebes. That southern city, that new 
southern capital, a god who was a great mighty warrior god and 
whose name was Amen. You see that spelled sometimes A-M-U-N, 
A-M-O-N, A-M-E-N, since the hieroglyphic script, like some other 
scripts, didn’t record vowels. We're left to be a little bit uncertain 
about the exact pronunciation of the name. At any rate Amen was 
brought into the pantheon of all Egypt by this dynasty and 
Amenhotep III during his long reign had his court historians and 
scribes look into the remaining records and inscriptions of the 3 rd and 
4 fll dynasty, more than a thousand years in the past. We should 
remember those dynasties because they are the builders of the 
pyramids, Cheops, or Khufu as he's also called, was a pharaoh in 
that 3 rd dynasty. 

The mission of these scribes was to do some historical, almost 
archaeological, research, go back into the ancient traditions and bring 
forward to Amenhotep III a record of what were the religious 
practices there with an idea of finding ancient rituals that could be 
made new and reform Egypt. If you are aware of your Old Testament 
history you may be aware that there was at one time a king of Judah 
who did the same thing, who ordered the scribes to interpret some 
old scrolls that were found in the temple. So it's not unheard of for 
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religions to try to renourish and reestablish themselves by getting 
into ancient roots that have been preserved in inscriptions or other 
written records. 

What did these scribes come up with? They came up with a ritual 
which Amenhotep III then had carried out in which he was identified 
with a god. Somewhere back there in the 3 rd or 4 th dynasty they had 
found a ceremony that equated the king with a god. I should explain 
right here that king and pharaoh, the Egyptians just called their 
leaders king, as far as we can tell. It’s a generic word. Pharaoh came 
in during a period when some people from the outside world, 
including the tradition that gets into the Old Testament or Hebrew 
Bible was referring to the pharaoh by another name. “Pharaoh” 
basically means big house, and it’s sort of like in our tradition where 
say such and such a report was released by the White House or a 
statement will be made by the White House. Somebody who didn’t 
know better would think that the White House was the name of the 
office. So it was with this word “pharaoh,” and they are now used 
interchangeably, king of Egypt, pharaoh of Egypt. At any rate 
somebody had found a record of an ancient pharaoh being made a 
god. That sounded good to Amenhotep. The god he wanted to be 
identified with here on earth was the god of his own city. Amen, his 
city of Thebes. So he had that ceremony carried out. 

This a great religious reform because it pulled Amen to the center of 
things. Temples of Amen, this new god, proliferated right up into the 
Delta region from Thebes. There was also a linking of Amen to Rah, 
the ancient sun god, whose boat travelled across the sky from its 
dawning in the east to its setting in the west every day and, as it 
passed below the earth, passed through the land of the dead. So Rah 
was an incredibly important king, and by fusing Amen on to Rah one 
got a very supreme deity indeed. 

Now among the other religious reforms was the introduction of this 
Sun Disk image. The Sun Disk is the Aten. As a god, this hadn’t 
really happened before. A stone stele that was set up by a couple of 
Amenhotep Ill’s architects, the royal architects who were making all 
of these new temples and so on, they were praising specifically the 
Aten and they praised the Aten in a hymn. A hymn that praised this 
god in terms that the later traditions of our own age would see as 
very much like what the god of the Old Testament, the Hebrew 
Bible, even the Koran, is praised in, in a psalm-like way. In this 
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hymn by these two architects or by the scribes who worked for them, 
we here Aten referred to as “creator of all,” as the “shepherd of the 
people,” as the “light of the world,” and we hear the exhortation that 
all should rejoice in the Aten and praise the Aten’s name. 

When Amenhotep III died, his son at that time called Amenhotep IV, 
came to the throne. He had a wife named Nefertiti, and they had 
several children. We know that there were several daughters, and 
there was possibly also a son to Akhenaten as he eventually had his 
name changed, who may have been the young Tutankaten, later to be 
known as Tutankhamun when the religion swung back after 
Akhenaten’s death. At any rate, he came to the throne, and for the 
first five years he tolerated worship of other gods throughout his 
kingdom. But he made it plain that as far as he was concerned that 
that new god of his father’s time, Aten, was the only god for the 
pharaoh, for the king, and he would worship the Aten. He went on 
for five years, judging from the very annoyed and angiy tone of a lot 
of his inscriptions, meeting tremendous resistance on the part of 
counselors and perhaps family members and certainly from priests of 
the other gods who were now being put in second place. 

Ultimately in the fifth year of his reign our king, now named 
Akhenaten, decided to move his capital to a new place. Decided to 
close the temples of all the other gods and decided to institute the 
worship of only one god, Aten. He had already started work on a 
monumental temple, to this new god Aten, within the temple 
complex at Luxor. This temple was lost sight of right up until 
modem times, when in the late 20 th century bits and pieces of it 
began to be identified all over the site at Luxor mixed in with other 
temples or deliberately hidden behind their walls. The temple to 
Aten, probably never completed, had been in fact dismembered and 
hidden away piece by piece as part of the obliteration that Egyptians 
tried to visit upon this heretic pharaoh and all of his works. 

In the fifth year of his reign Akhenaten went north with his wife 
Nefertiti from Thebes with their family, and they established 
themselves at what was a gigantic construction site, the place of a 
new city that was being built. Apparently they had to camp out for a 
while in some sort of a giant tent or pavilion. Eventually the palaces 
were built. The dwelling places of the nobility were constructed, and 
this temple at Akhetaten, which we call often by its modern name 
Tell el-Amarna, they were all completed. The worship of the god 
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went on there and in fact if we take the whole span of the time when 
we can see Aten as the supreme god, it’s about three decades, right in 
the middle of the 1300s B.C., three decades of Egyptian history. 

From this place, this new capital city, stuck out there in the middle of 
the east side of the Nile, Akhenaten proclaimed a total change in 
Egyptian life. By closing the temples he had deprived not only a 
gigantic priestly caste of their employments, of their annual receipts 
of tithes and tribute from all the surrounding peoples, the gifts that 
enriched them, the food and drink that allowed them to lead a labor 
free and very pleasant life, they were certainly dispossessed and 
enraged, but think of the common people of Egypt. The farmers, the 
ordinary craftspeople and laborers who made up the vast majority, 
perhaps 90 percent of the whole population, at a blow by one royal 
edict had been deprived of all of those wondrous festivals in which 
they took such joy. The festivals were seasonal. Each part of the year 
was marked by certain great celebrations in honor of one god or 
another. The temples would be opened up. The images of the gods 
would be brought forth, sometimes carried on palanquins like living 
kings, sometimes in boats that were carried shoulder high through 
the towns, through the villages, through the countryside blessing 
people. It was a time of great drinking of beer and consuming of 
extra food and celebrations in honor of the gods. 

There were dramatic performances, there was music and there was a 
sense that everyone was participating in these cults. There were so 
many gods it was almost a constant sequence of these celebrations 
brightening what was otherwise a life of unremitting toil under the 
dry hot sun of Egypt. There was something more than that, 
something much more than that on which Akhenaten slammed the 
door. Up until this time every Egyptian had pictured that he or she 
would, if possible, become immortal. After death their souls would 
leave their bodies and go to that Duat (D-U-A-T is the way it’s 
normally transliterated today), that land of the dead below our own, 
threaded with rivers, filled with monsters, filled with terrible places 
that presented ordeals for the dead soul to traverse, and finally one 
would reach a central place where one’s soul would be weighed. All 
of the bad things one had done in life would create a great weight, 
and if the weight was too great, and if you didn’t know the right 
answers to all the questions in what was called the negative 
confession about what you did and did not do during your life on 
earth, if you made mistakes in that sort of courtroom drama, you 
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would be damned to all eternity to spend your time in the Duat. If 
you got through and certainly the impression was a lot of people got 
through, you would join the gods on the other side. You too no 
matter how humble your station, as far as we can tell, would achieve 
some sort of immortality. What a comfort, what a wonderful feeling 
surrounding that loss of a loved one to think that you can send them 
on their way. What a feeling, also, of morality molding in daily life 
in Egypt, a sense that everything you do wrong is going to be a 
weight. Life is short. Eternity is forever. You want to look forward to 
that time when you will take your turn in passing through that dread 
landscape of that Duat and then emerging in the brilliant light on the 
other side. 

Incredibly Akhenaten robbed the entire Egyptian population of that 
dream. He proclaimed that he, as a divine force, would worship the 
Aten, and that he and his family would make that journey to 
immortality on behalf of everyone else. In his reign, although tombs 
were created (they were some of the first things that were found at 
Tell el-Amarna), were the chambers cut into the cliffs near the city. 
On the far east side there was a sort of semicircular cliff. In it we 
find the chamber tombs of nobles and so on who had left the glories 
of Thebes to go to this new construction site, but they’re not 
decorated in the way that other tombs are, as transitional points of 
passage into the next world. They are made as homes because in 
Akhenaten’s new theology this is where everyone except Akhenaten, 
Nefertiti, the children and the pharaohs who descend from them is 
going to spend eternity as ghosts in these chambers. I’d say it’s 
amazing this religion lasted 30 years but somehow with the force of 
his personality he made it happen. 

Now when Tell el-Amarna was first excavated art came to light of a 
type that was completely different from the familiar, very formal and 
I’ve used the word before, “hieratic” (“Hieratic” means sacred 
looking or priest-like, something very ritualized.) We certainly think 
of Egyptian art with its insistence on the profile when we’re looking 
at reliefs and people in very stiff poses. That’s how we think of it. 
Great strength, great rigidity and firmness of purpose, but not a lot of 
curving, bending, suppleness, or joy in life. What amazed early 
excavators of the sites that were associated with Akhenaten and with 
his god, the Aten, was the complete shift, the revolution in art as well 
as in religion. In a typical scene at Tell el-Amarna, one would see the 
family of the pharaoh, now the first family of Egypt, indeed the first 
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family of the universe, seated together in something that could 
almost be a casual off-the-cuff snapshot of a modern family. Every 
daily humdrum feature is emphasized. The father doesn't have.' 
particularly good posture, lie's got a little bit of potbelly, skinny:, 
limbs. He’s not the heroic figure that his father, Amenhotep III was, ; 
let alone his ancestor I utmosis III, the great warrior who built that’ 
land empire for Egypt in the near east, which Akhenaten is,, 
neglecting with all ol his religious reforms, seated on a cushion, 
seated on a stool. Across from him is his very beautiful wife 
Nefertiti. You know what she looks like because a sculptor’s studio 
at Fell el-Amarna. the sculptor’s name was that royal name, 
Tutmosis, but lie’s not from the royal family. This sculptor was 
preparing a head of Nefertiti. It was found among the ruins of his 
workshop after the town was abandoned and went back to the desert. 
Sand blew over it, sealed it in. perhaps the most beautiful portrait 
ever created was of this wife of Akhenaten, Nefertiti, who must have 
entered heart and soul into this new religious world that he was 
creating. Then there are their daughters, little children, playfully held 
on the lap, dangled upon the knee, but over the whole scene the artist 
has shown the Sun Disk, the Aten. 

This is a primal family scene. It may look like a causal family scene, 
but we’re seeing something as sacred to Akhenaten as a scene of the 
nativity would be to a Christian because the Aten is reaching down to 
this family. The rays are emanating from that Sun Disk. The Aten is 
aniconic in terms of being not able to be represented as a human or 
anthropomorphic god, certainly not an animal god, or animal-headed 
god like Horns, the hawk or Anubis, the jackal or Hathor sometimes 
with the animal head. No, it s always just that abstract circle, that disk. 

Reaching out from the disk are hands because at the end of every ray 
of sunlight there is a hand. In some of the images the hands are 
holding out to Akhenaten, Nefertiti, their family little things called 
“ankhs,” and these are symbols of spiritual power, the soul that are 
being distributed. They look sort of like keyholes with a cross stroke 
that are being distributed freely by the Aten as his blessing upon this 
wonderful family. 

Well that new style of seemingly naturalistically showing people 
exactly as they are, as Oliver Cromwell told his portraitist to do once 
he broke the line of English kings, “show me warts and all.” 
Akhenaten seems to have been insisting that he wasn’t a perfect 
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physical specimen. Don’t show me that way. The king’s sort of pear- 
shaped physique and his protuberant belly and his slouching posture 
were then perpetuated through the art of that Amama period as we 
call it, so that most images were done in that way. It’s a very strange 
element of the worship of the Aten that it should have led to this 
revolution in the way of depicting people and certainly in the way of 
depicting a family. 

Akhenaten then would worship the Aten on behalf of the kingdom. 
Now this idea we have, of course, encountered before. Let’s think 
back to our Chinese kings in Anyang of the Shang dynasty. Not that 
long after Akhenaten they are intermediaries, intermediaries between 
their people and the ancestral spirits and the supreme god Shang Ti. 
That’s their chief role, but what Akhenaten did that was so divisive 
and so horrifying to so many people was to eliminate anyone else’s 
role in worship. He created not a monotheistic state, he created a 
state that was almost without gods, because the supreme god was cut 
off from other people. Now I mentioned that some of this idea came 
to him directly from his father Amenhotep III through the father’s 
exaltation of that concept, the Aten, to be a god of its own, a new 
entry in the pantheon and then in his son’s reign, in Akhenaten’s 
reign, all other gods supplanted and the Aten supreme reigning. 

Let’s take a moment to look at the wider picture, first Akhenaten’s 
own relations with the outer world. Amama preserved the diplomatic 
archive of his reign there in the 1 8 th dynasty. A woman who was out 
working in the countryside, a farming woman of the 19 th century, 
discovered some tablets. Tablets with cuneiform inscriptions on them, 
which were initially disregarded as fakes, but which we now have 
been able to translate and know are the letters written to Akhenaten 
from near eastern kings, kings of the land of the Hittites, kings of 
Canaan and areas in the Levant, the area along the eastern 
Mediterranean seaboard and further in to the near east. They are 
writing to him. They are bringing up problems, and it’s clear that he is 
losing ground with them. This great empire that was built up by his 
grandfather Tutmosis III is beginning to melt away. He’s beginning to 
lose his standing as the supreme monarch, as the super power of the 
age. If we look forward, beyond his reign he managed to hang on to 
the controls of Egypt. He managed to hang on to the stranglehold that 
he had established over the religious life of his people, grim and 
unpleasant though it must have been, until his death. 
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After his death, after a rather murky period, this new king, this boy 
emerges. Some people think he is Akhenaten’s own son; some think 
he is a part of the dynasty in some other way. It’s extraordinary that 
we should not know the father of the king that is the most famous. 1 
would put him even ahead of Cheops, the pyramid builder, and 
Ramses II, the pharaoh who may lie behind the Exodus story. King 
Tut known to all is the successor to Akhenaten. King Tut was 
buried in a tomb that since we have none other to compare it to, we 
assume is quite lavish but it may have been ordinary. Given the 
extraordinary expenditure of gold, his inner coffin solid gold, all of 
those treasures that Howard Carter discovered in the 1920s and 
brought to light to enchant the modem world, there’s an aura of the 
remarkable about King Tut. 

He was bom, as I said, Tutankaten. He had been bom under the aegis 
of this new supreme god. By the time he died, just a teenager, he 
already been named, renamed, Tutankhamun, the Aten was gone. The 
revolution had been reversed. Amen of Thebes was back as the 
presiding deity over the pharaoh. All the temples were reopened. All 
of the old worship and all of the old festivals were brought back. 
Egypt was itself again and the scribes did their best to erase the 
memory of that awful heretic Akhenaten. I think it is an extraordinary 
coincidence that the single greatest archaeological find in Egypt, the 
only one that shows us the true glory of those Egyptian pharaohs and 
the material world of art treasures and precious things with which they 
surrounded themselves is linked so closely to the story of that almost 
unknown pharaoh, the pharaoh who tried to change in his own lifetime 
everything about Egypt and Egyptian religion. 
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Lecture Twenty-One 
Deities of the Acropolis 


Scope: 

The Acropolis, or “high city," in the heart of Athens has been the 
focus of cults at least since the Bronze Age, when a Mycenaean 
palace stood on the summit. The ancient Greeks associated 
various features in their landscape with mythical actions of the gods; 
the Acropolis boasted an ancient olive tree said to be the world’s 
first, a gift of Athena herself. Nearby, the bedrock was marked 
with the triple points of the trident that belonged to Poseidon, sea 
god and earth shaker. The Parthenon — the temple that housed an 
immense gold-and-ivory statue of Athena — is world famous, but 
archaeologists have uncovered structures that were dedicated to a 
host of other deities and demigods, ranging from Mother Earth to 
Imperial Roma. The consecrated ground continued to attract 
worshipers thanks to a Christian church and an Islamic mosque — the 
latter built within the shell of the Parthenon itself. 

Outline 

I. In this lecture, we look at the Parthenon at Athens, and our focus 
will be the tight link between religion and statehood. 

A. The Parthenon was a place that housed a gigantic statue of 
Athena, the patron goddess of the city of Athens. 

B. The city is dominated by the Parthenon, and its iconic image 
and the knowledge that it was Athena's temple has given the 
impression of ancient Athens as a one-god, one-temple city. 

1. This is an illusion; the Acropolis was devoted to many 
gods, goddesses, and heroes. 

2. Also, Athena was shared by many other cities. 

II. We can divide the history of the cults and the religious life on 
the Acropolis into different periods. The first is the Bronze Age, 
or the Mycenaean period. 

A. The Acropolis is full of caves, and one of the caverns 
contains a spring, so it was a highly defensible site. 

B. The Mycenaean-period palaces are now gone. 
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C. Athens’s Bronze Age kings were remembered by name, and 
they became mythical heroes to later Athenians in the 
Classical period. 

D. The Bronze Age ended in a mysterious way. Despite some 
unknown cataclysm befalling the city, Athens was the one 
Bronze Age kingdom not to fall. 

E. Thus began the Iron Age, and in place of the kings was a 
new authority structure based on noble clans who were 
war leaders. 

1. Each clan had a great hall. 

2. Each clan attracted followers who would fight as 
soldiers of fortune beside them. 

3. The clans divided their ancient religion among them. 

III. We know some of the gods of the ancient religion. 

A. There was Athena herself, a warrior goddess; but in her 
earliest days, she was a universal goddess. 

B. There was Poseidon, god of the sea, horses, and earthquakes. 

C. There was a myth that Athena and Poseidon had a 
competition to see who would be lord over Attica. Athena 
won and gave the people the olive tree, the basis of their 
wealth and economy. 

D. The other gods worshiped on the Acropolis include Zeus, 
Artemis, Pan, Dionysus, Aesculapius, and Demeter. 

E. The noble families each claimed a god, goddess, or hero as 
their own, and the Acropolis was divided into lots where 
each family would build sanctuaries, structures, and altars. 

F. They each had a priest or priestess who was the son or 
daughter of the noble family. 

G. The image of the family’s god was typically inside the 
structure, along with an altar. 

H. Although Athens became a great democracy and the ruler of 
a great empire, the cults of the city were still in the hands of 
specific noble families. 

IV. Let’s get back to the temples that we can still see today. 

A. The middle of the Acropolis is bare rock; the original temple 
to Athena was burned by the Persians in 480 B.C. and was 
never rebuilt, as a reminder to future generations. 
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B. Instead the Athenians raised new, glorious structures, the 
first of which was the Parthenon. 

C. The Parthenon is not really a temple: It has no altar, 
hereditary priestesses, or clan who claimed to worship 
Athena there. It is a war monument and a bank. 

D. The real temple of Athena sits to the side of the Parthenon 
on what was considered the true sacred ground. 

V. In our own day, the Acropolis has become the shrine of the 
religion of nationality. 

A. During the 19 th century, Athens was chosen to be the capital 
of a united Greece. 

B. When the Germans took Athens on April 27, 1941, a Greek 
soldier’s act of defiance and sacrifice was felt to have 
resanctified the Acropolis. 

C. We see in the Acropolis — not just in ancient times, but 
right down into our own age — a place dedicated to different 
gods and different concepts but always embodying the idea 
of the holy. 

Suggested Reading: 

Vandenburg, Mysteries of the Oracles. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Classical Athens both inherited old myths and invented new 
ones. Do modem communities and nations do the same? 

2. In Athens, the highest priority of the state was the maintenance 
of the religious cults. Where does one find such a situation in the 
contemporary world? 
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Lecture Twenty-One — Transcript 
Deities of the Acropolis 

Welcome back. As we pursue our review of ancient temples and the 
gods who were worshiped in them, it seems very natural to include 
the Parthenon at Athens, sitting as it does on that great and famous 
rock known as the “acropolis,” a compound word that means “high 
city.” You go in through a magnificent gate structure called the 
propylaea, the gate to the whole sacred area, the sanctuary, the 
temenos, that term we’ve used before. Then you see before you as 
you come out, immediately on your right, the Parthenon. You’re 
looking at the back door, not the front door, which is at the far end, 
the east end. All Greek temples were oriented with their doors 
toward the east so that the morning sun could shine into the temple 
and light up the statue of the god or goddess inside. Then you’ve got 
a vast, empty area in the middle with no buildings but the debris 
from lots of marble structures, now destroyed. At the far end the 
Greek flag flying at the eastern most tip of the acropolis. Then over 
on your left a smaller building, seemingly much less important with 
that famous porch of maidens, those young priestesses serving as 
caryatids who hold up the porch on their heads. You climb that plug 
of resistant stone on its western side up some very steep staircases 
with a ramp running along side you by which the sacred, sacrificial 
beasts, the goats, the sheep, the oxen, the other animals who had to 
be led up to the altars on the summit, were allowed to get up that 
slope without fear of stumbling on the steps because that would have 
made the sacrifice imperfect. 

The Parthenon was a place that housed a gigantic statue of Athena, the 
patron goddess of the city of Athens. She was chryselephantine, that’s 
a lovely compound Greek word, putting together the word “gold” with 
the word for “ivory” because on a wooden core this immense statute of 
Athena was ivory for her skin of her face and her hands, gold for her 
robe and her helmet, all on an invisible wooden core. If you go to 
Athens today, and I hope you will, you will find that the statue is long 
gone. There’s just a little socket hole in one of the marble floor stones 
in the Parthenon in to which the statues was anchored. You will 
instead find a bare, open expanse of limestone and marble. 

Everything is dominated by the Parthenon, that gigantic Doric 
temple with its colonnades, some of its sculptures still in place, a 
temple that was in fact, pretty much in tact except for its roof, up 
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until the 1680s of our own era when during a war between Christians 
and Ottoman Turks, the Turks had been storing ammunition in the 
Parthenon, and it was blown up. So that has left it the shattered shell 
that we see today and which the Greek archaeological service is busy 
restoring to what they can of its former splendor. That iconic image, 
the rock, the column temple shining in the sun, the knowledge that 
this is the place where Athena, goddess of wisdom, war, and arts and 
crafts was worshiped, has given the impression of ancient Athens as 
one city, one god, one temple. Nothing could be further than the 
truth. Almost every element of that concept is an illusion. 

The acropolis itself was devoted to many gods, goddesses, and 
heroes, heroes being people who had been earthly mortals like 
ourselves, but due to some heroic sacrifice or some supernatural 
event in their lives had become immortalized and therefore subject to 
the same kind of worship and petitioning as the gods. Also Athena 
was shared by many other cities. Although she may have originated 
as a special facet of the Great Goddess in Athens alone, her cult 
spread far and wide. What I would like to emphasize in this talk on 
the acropolis in Athens and the structures we can still see on its 
surface, is that tight link between religion and statehood that we 
already saw with Akhetaten and his worship of the solar disk. With 
Egypt we saw a country where there is no separation between church 
and state. Church is state. The pharaoh is the expression of the 
religion whether he’s Akhetaten or any of the pharaohs between the 
first dynasty and our last pharaoh, Cleopatra. They are all, 
essentially, participants in this mediation between the vast population 
of Egypt and that unseen world of the dead and of the gods. 

Athens is that kind of place and what we are going to see is a tight 
link between religion on the one hand, expressed by these structures 
on the acropolis that we can either see still surviving or that we can 
reconstruct from a wonderful tour guide book, written in the 2 nd 
century A.D., by a Greek named Pausanias who traveled around the 
acropolis, in fact travelled all around Greece, and left a fantastic 
record. Thankfully he was especially interested in religious 
monuments. He traveled around the acropolis. He talked to the 
guides at the different shrines and temples, guides and also priests 
serving as guide, and he learned the lore of the place at a time when 
most of its monuments were still standing. So he’s an invaluable 
source of evidence for us in trying to reconstruct the rich cults of this 
place. Those cults were at the service of the city’s government, of the 
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city s wars, of the city's sense of mission, of its own history. In some 
ways Athens was created on the acropolis, through building artworks 
and monuments that showed ancient Athenians as heroes as being a 
golden race alongside the gods, something that was invented, myths 
ade up in order to give Athens this primacy in Greek history. 

Now if you want to see the Parthenon, you don’t have to go to 

Nashville h T™ l ° T •'T" t t0 SCC the reai 0,ie but the cfty of 
Nashville, in Tennessee, decided in the 1890s to make a visual claim 

itself Z! more rtf ^ Athe ' 1S ° f the S ° Uth ’ 3S Nashvi| le was calling 
■ self then more than a century ago. What did they do? They built a 

ull-scale rephca ot the Parthenon, initially in wood and stucco Then 

ey iked ,t so much they replaced it with a veiy solid and enduring 

s ructure of concrete. Ultimately toward the end of the 20 th century 

bu t a full scale rephca of the Athena, that chiyselephantine Athena 

with her patron snake by her side and the little goddess Nike or 

victory standing ,n her right hand. All of this is there at Nashville 

woHd of th T"’ W ' iat tll£ meani " 8 ° f the Parthenon became to the 
world of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment in the west in 

urope and in America. Athens was a beacon, thanks to Plato ’and 

Thucydides and other writers of genius, a beacon for the life of the 

mind a beacon for a new religion based not around religious Zh 

rh d v d S a ’ Ut r U " d SC,ent,fic dis coveries and philosophy. That’s 

We can divide the history of the cults and the religious life on that 
great rock with its plateau-like summit into four different periods 
The first one is Bronze Age, about 1550 to 1200 B.C. This will be 

dren°Bn n y m ! r °" A f’ ** G °' den Age of classical Greece, and 
th • r y 31 ° ng aftermatl1 w,i en conquerors set their mark and 
heir religious monuments on what had been a rock dedicated to the 
religious life of Athens and to the glory of a city that was determined 
be the greatest city in the Mediterranean. 

Itso to poo B r h0 * , Bro Tw f ki " ss ' we are now in ,hat P eriod 

. ,0° B C -’ as 1 said - We re now back in the world of those 
ceremonial centers like Knossos where there is a monarch in 
residence and where that monarch, just like Akhetaten in Egypt has 
the responsibility of maintaining the cults, the sacrifices, tte rituals 
tiat are going to keep Ins little city state strong. We have mythical 
names for some of these kings who ruled from the acropolis at 
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Athens because deep down in a cavern within a rock, and the 
acropolis, since it’s karst region with a lot of limestones, it does have 
lots of caves in it. We’re back into our very primal link between 
religious and cult experience and caverns. 

One of those caverns does have a spring, and so it was defensible 
and a good place for a king of the Greek Bronze Age, we call that 
period Mycenaean if it’s on the Greek mainland after that supreme 
headquarters of the high king Agamemnon, who as king of Mycenae 
leads the thousand ships of the Greek alliance off to Troy for the 
Trojan War. We call the whole world of the palaces in Bronze Age 
Greece and their culture Mycenaean. Athens had its own king in the 
time of Homer’s Iliad. His name was Menestheus. He’s a very 
undistinguished hero at Troy. In fact, Athenians can’t even outshine 
the hero from that little offshore island that you can see from the 
acropolis, Salamis, whose hero was Ajax with the strongest and 
mightiest and biggest of all of the Greek warriors. That island was 
just off their shore. One of the first things that the Athenians did was 
take that island and then claim the cults of Ajax and claim that his 
line of descent passed into noble families of Athens. They also 
claimed that King Nestor of the Iliad , who ruled from Pylos in 
southwestern Greece, that some of his bloodlines were present in 
Athens, so they could trace their own aristocratic families back to 
these kings of the Bronze Age. 

Now the palaces are gone. We have some of the fortifications around 
the gate. There’s only one way up to the acropolis. This is why it’s 
such a very defensible spot. You have to go up that west point of the 
rock, the whole acropolis is sort of shaped like a ship with narrow 
ends at east, where the flag is today and west where the steps and the 
gate are, and then these sheer cliffs falling on all sides down to the 
plain on which the city of Athens is built, then the surrounding 
countryside where all of the wheat fields, the vineyards, the olive 
orchards, and so on were worked by the people of Athens. And then 
those mountains that surround the acropolis and the city of Athens, 
like sort of a school of basking whales, mountains like Hymettus 
famous for honey, Pentillicus famous for its marble quarries, and so 
on. It was a little world of its own, and at the west end of the 
acropolis looking out toward the sea, the Athenians were great 
seafarers, and they wanted to commemorate, among other things, 
some of their victories at sea, as we shall see. 
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Those Bronze Age kings were remembered by name, they became 
mythical heroes to later Athenians in the classical period, the Golden 
Age. Names like Kekrops and Erechtheus. One of the ancient kings 
was believed to have been transformed magically into a serpent, a 
giant snake, who lived in one of the caverns under the surface of the 
acropolis, and over there on the north side of the acropolis, there was a 
place where every day the priest would leave honey cakes for this 
serpent to come out and devour. The belief in him was vety strong. It 
seems ecologically very unlikely that there was actually a big snake 
living on the acropolis, or that he would have been interested in honey 
cakes if he had been. Nonetheless that was a primal foundation block 
of Athenian religion, that the king was there in snake form under that 
rock and also that these old kings had had daughters back there in the 
Bronze Age, who had sometimes offered themselves as human 
sacrifices in order to save their city in time of war, in time of danger. 

So something that the Greeks later found abhorrent, both Romans 
and Greeks of the classical period, looked down on anyone who 
practiced human sacrifice and had no greater loathing in the religious 
field than the idea of human sacrifice. Nonetheless it was woven into 
the foundation stories of the Athenian state, the idea that some of 
those young women, growing up in the palaces, the daughters of 
kings, had sacrificed themselves. It’s sometimes described as them 
throwing themselves off the rock to their deaths, which certainly 
would happen to anyone who did themselves off that rock. 

The Bronze Age ended in a mysterious way. The great palatial 
structures were abandoned, except for Athens. There are signs of 
burning and destruction. We have new people coming in, apparently 
Certainly the ceremonial centers and palaces of Greece are 
abandoned shortly after 1200, just as certainly as Palenque, Tikal, 
Copan, all those other Maya centers are going to suffer the same fate 
centuries later, to be abandoned, but Athens lived on. Athens was the 
one Bronze Age kingdom not to fall, not to be conquered in whatever 
cataclysm it was. Their own story was that this was the return of a 
group, the sons of Heracles, who had come back and that Athens 
held on. Certainly with that spring down in the heart of the acropolis 
they were uniquely suited to withstand sieges and preserve their 
freedom and their independence. 

Thus began the Iron Age. The kings disappeared. The line vanished. 
And what took their place was a new authority structure based on 
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clans, big houses. Think of the Medici or the Borges in Italy; noble 
clans who were war leaders. Each one had a great hall; each one 
attracted young followers who would be their soldiers of fortune 
with them. These noble houses of Athens kind of divided that ancient 
religion among them. Now we know some of the gods of the ancient 
religion. There was, first and foremost, let us give her her due, there 
was Athena herself. Athena is a warrior goddess, but back behind 
that in her earliest days, she must be simply the city's goddess, and 
that is what she was called Athena Polias, Athena of the city. In that 
guise, although she is a virgin goddess, a maiden goddess she is an 
aspect of that universal goddess that we have encountered in so many 
different civilizations and cultures. She is the person who gives her 
name to Athens. She is the primal deity who is worshiped on that 
rock. She goes back to this Mycenaean foreworld, where she seems 
to be simply referred to as the goddess in the tablets that are called 
Linear B scripts. 

We have some beautiful images of Athena from the classical 
Acropolis. The ones that were in the Parthenon and up on the 
Parthenon frieze and pediments, those have not withstood the test of 
time for the most part, but there’s one small stele that is my favorite. 
It shows a pensive Athena dressed in her war helmet, but in a 
woman’s robe. She’s leaning on her spear to emphasize her role as 
the patron of the city’s armies and navies and war hosts, and what is 
she doing? She’s gazing down at a stone slab or stele that is rising up 
out of the ground, presumably there on the acropolis. What is she 
reading? I believe she is reading the lists of the dead heroes from 
Athens’s wars who have given their lives for her and for their city, 
who are now commemorated, and we do have many of these death 
lists, these casualty lists from different battles in the classical period. 
They are being recorded by name on that slab. It’s very much like 
our Vietnam War Memorial in Washington. The idea that the 
ultimate memorial for war is the list of those who died, those who 
made the ultimate sacrifice. I believe she is welcoming them into her 
own divine aura, because they have died for her. The idea of the 
acropolis as a place of sacrifice, or where sacrifice is commemorated 
does go back to those daughters of the Bronze Age kings. 

Now opposed to Athena is her uncle in the classical pantheon of 
Greek gods, Zeus’s older brother, Poseidon. Athena, by the way, in 
the later mythologizing has become a daughter of Zeus, springing 
full dressed and fully armed from his head. Her mother is in fact. 
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Metis, of the goddess of cunning, intelligence, and Zeus swallowed 
Metis so that he could acquire wisdom, and the result somehow 
percolating away inside himself was this goddess coming out of his 
ead. So she s related to the rest of the pantheon in that way. She 
addresses Zeus in the Homeric epics as father. One of these was 
Zeus s brother Poseidon, we think of him as god of the sea. He is 
that. He’s also the god of horses and he is the god of earthquakes. 
His tarn i liar Homeric epithet is earth shaker. 

There was a myth that Athena and Poseidon disputed who would be 
lord over this rich land around Athens that we call Attica, and they 
had either a race, a contest, a gift-giving competition to see who 
could be most worthy of receiving it, and this scene was put up on 
the pediment, the west pediment, of the Parthenon, on that triangular 
gable that faced you as you came up the steps and out on to the 
summit. 1 think it’s very appropriate that a society like that of the 
Greeks which puts so much store in contests, competitions, I think 
that descent from the bull dancers of Minos Court at Knossos, which 
must be seen as some sort of a competition or contest with the bull, 
there s never been a group of people who were more interested in 
this idea of contest as a religious act. Let’s never forget that the 
original Olympic games at Olympia in southern Greece were, in fact, 
done in honor of the god Zeus and that the Greeks always thought it 
was appropriate to worship a god, to show reverence to a god 
through a competition, a race, a theatrical competition, all of those 
great plays from Athens were in fact part of dramatic competitions 
Where wealthy citizens sponsored a play, one of the geniuses of 
poetiy in the population of Athens like Sophocles or Aeschylus or 
Euripides or Aristophanes would write a tragedy or a comedy and the 
whole thing was in honor of god, Dionysus, god of the theater. 

Well it, I think, says something that the Athenians put at the 
mythological heart of their city’s origins the idea that the two gods 
were in competition and Athena won, although Poseidon continued 
to be revered and had his own alters up on the acropolis. Athena was 
the winner. She gave the people the olive tree, the basis of the 
Athenian wealth and economy. Olive oil was needed everywhere, 
and the best olive oil anyone knew of, came from Athens. There was 
even a sacred tree, something that takes us back to shaman ic ideas of 
the world is a place where, if you want to get into the spirit realm 
you must climb a sacred tree or descend to its roots, because the axis 
of the world is a tree, a world tree, something we’ll encounter again 
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in Norse myths. She gave the tree. Poseidon may have given the 
horse. He may have given the waves of the sea. He may have given a 
salt spring, because there was alleged to be a salty spring of water or 
well up on the acropolis as well. 

Now Athena, Poseidon, even they don’t exhaust the roster of gods up 
on the acropolis. Gods clung to the acropolis like limpets on a dock 
structure. Zeus was up there. Artemis, another daughter of Zeus was 
worshiped there. If you got off the summit of the acropolis you found 
all around the slopes, gods like Pan, Dionysus, Aesculapius, a hero 
god who had been a mortal doctor but became the god of healing and 
medicine. Demeter, earth herself, and there was a statue that our 
friend Pausanias saw as he walked around the summit of the 
acropolis there in the 2 nd century A.D. It was earth, Ge, Mother 
Earth, rising up and beseeching Zeus for rain. Pausanias speculated 
that that statue might have been dedicated at a time when there was a 
great draught and, by raising the statute, the Athenians hoped to do 
some magic that would bring the rain down from heaven. 

Now what was the cult like on top of the acropolis? Well the noble 
families that I mentioned who took over, each claimed a god or a 
goddess or hero as their own, and the acropolis some sacred real 
estate divided into lots, each lot claimed by a specific aristocratic 
family that would build sanctuaries there, structures, and inevitably a 
little altar, an outdoor altar because offerings are going to be burned, 
and they aren’t typically burned indoors, although sometimes they 
may be if a temple is hypoethral, that means open to the sky. The 
altar is the chief place. The image of the god or goddess or hero is 
typically inside and out of sight from you as you come to the top of 
the acropolis. What have you brought up there? You as ordinary 
Athenian citizen? You’ve brought a sacrifice. Or you’re part of a 
group of people who’ve gotten together to bring a sacrifice. 

There was an organization that worshiped Zeus, and they brought up 
a bull, and they had a strange ritual where they didn’t want to have 
anyone responsible for the bull’s death so they put grain and feed on 
top of the altar of Zeus, the bull went over to eat the grain and, while 
its head was down in what may be a surviving memory of the way 
that those bulls in the Bronze Age bull rituals such as we saw at 
Knossos were killed, a man came up with an ax and dispatched the 
bull with a blow. The man then threw away the ax and ran off. He 
disappeared. The ax was put on trial, in a mysterious way by the 
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others, as if it were the guilty party so that no human being could 
have the taint of blood guilt from killing that sacred animal. What 
myths, what ideas lie behind that mysterious killing at the altar of 
Zeus, we don’t know. That was already mysterious in the time of 
classical Greeks but it gives us a sense of the rich depth of centuries 
of worship on this rock by so many different cults of so many 
different gods. 

Each had its own altar; each had its own priest or priestess who was 
the son or daughter of one of those specific noble families that 
claimed to be the access point to the good graces of that god or hero 
The family in whose hands the cult of that god or goddess resided. 
Though Athens became a great democracy and the ruler of a great 
empire, the cults of the city were still in the hands of specific noble 
families. It s an oddity that one family, the Butadai, which means the 
ox people” or “cattle people,” that clan produced the priestesses of 
Athena and the priests of Poseidon. A very strange situation. 

Now, let’s get back to our temples that we can still see today. The 
middle of the acropolis is bare rock. That’s because the original 
temple to Athena which stood there was burned by the Persians in 
the summer of 480 B.C., when the great King Xerxes brought his 
armies and fleets over to Greece and captured Athens as a reprisal 
for religious atrocity, an act of terrorism by the Athenians, 
unprovoked and unannounced. They had crossed over the sea to his 
domains in Asia Minor, had joined with some rebellious Greeks 
there in Greek cities like Myelitis and Ephesus, and had gone over 
the hills to the provincial Persian capital at Sardis and burned the 
temple of the Mother Goddess. The Mother Goddess of Asia, who 
we call Kybele or Cybele. This burning of that temple gave the kings 
of Persia, Darius first and then his son Xerxes, a cause for war, for a 
holy war against the Greeks. 

Xerxes was simply repaying the Athenians in their own coin when he 
burned the temple of the goddess Athena on the summit of the 
acropolis. That temple was never rebuilt. The Athenians decided 
very deliberately to leave the shattered scorched remains as a 
reminder to all future generations of what they had suffered from the 
Persians and as a justification for what would now be a perpetual war 
of Athenians and other Greeks who were led by the Athenians 
against the Persian Empire; a war of reprisal for that religious 
sacrilege of burning their temple. 
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What did they do instead? After they had become a head of a league 
of Greeks, ultimately amounting to an empire, all those Greeks 
paying them tribute to keep up the holy war against Persia, the 
Athenians had so much money that by the middle of the 5 th century, 
a generation or two after the Persian Wars when Xerxes came and 
burned their temple, they decided they wanted to look like an 
imperial capital and so they began to raise new glorious structures on 
top of the acropolis. The man in charge of this, the mastermind was 
Pericles. He was opposed by those who thought this was a 
misappropriation of government funds, of military funds, but he kept 
at it. As his biographer Plutarch said in the Roman period, they were 
built in a short time to endure for all time. Even to the ancient Greeks 
and Romans, those temples on the acropolis seemed something 
extraordinary. The Parthenon was built first with the beautiful statue 
of Athena inside and then over on the other side of the acropolis, if 
you look to your left as you come up the gate you’ll see I mentioned 
that place with the porch of the maidens, the caryatids, and 
something that’s hard to see as a temple, that was built later. 

There’s a surprise about those two buildings. The Parthenon is not 
really a temple. It has no altar. It had no hereditary priestesses. There 
was no clan who claimed to worship Athena there. It is a war 
monument to congratulate the Athenians on their victories over the 
Persians, and it was a bank. All the treasure was piled up in the 
porches and in the interior rooms of the Parthenon. Where’s the real 
temple of Athena? Well after the shattered remains of the one in the 
middle ceased to function, it was shifted to that modest little building 
on the left. Why? Because that was true sacred ground. That was 
sacred to the old kings of Athens. Sacred to Poseidon, sacred to 
Hephaestus, and sacred to Athena and so that became the true place 
where Athena lived. Her wooden image, so old it probably goes back 
to the Bronze Age, it was so old it was said to have fallen from the 
sky, that was housed in the Erechtheum. Every summer the young 
maidens of Athens wove a new robe for that image, in a very 
primitive kind of way, it was called a peplos, and a grand parade was 
held to carry that new robe through the city streets, hung like a sail 
from a little parade float that was in the shape of a sacred ship, with 
all the people trooping after it with sacrifices — 100 oxen were 
sacrificed at that time. They were all taken up to the top of the 
acropolis, and the goddess got her new robe, and that very primitive 
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mended to" *’*“* reSi * d in her state a " d needed to be 

In our own day the acropolis has become the shrine of another 

19 ^°"; thC / e Pf °" ° f nationali ty. Athens was chosen during the 
19 century to be the capital of a united Greece after the Greek war 
of liberation against the Ottomans, at a time when Greece was for the 

^rrnth'r a unite t count ^ a ^ on«; on 

capital. When the Germans took Athens on April 27 1941 the 
young Greek soldier who was on duty on the acropolis was told to 
take down the Greek flag and put up the German flag He instead 
wrapped himself in the Greek flag and threw himself from the 

spS rGreef 086 “ hUman sacrifices - His act of sacrifice 
sparked the Greek resistance, sparked the feeling that this acronolis 

" ,he of " " atio,,al re,i8ion - 

In a cave on the slope one of those daughters of an ancient Greek 
kmg from the Bronze Age was worshiped in classical ,"es Her 
name was Aglauros, and there in that cave generations of vouna 

oath'that th"e arn ° rS |H n ^ C ' aSSiCal 3ge W ° uld make their the 
PaSS ° n i heir dty t0 future § ener ations, not less 
but greater than they received it. So we see in the acropolis not iust 

a " c '® nt * lmes ’ bL *t right down into our own age, a piece of toe 
world that became a sacred site and has continued to be a sacred site 

alwav H 'h ™ lllenn ' a to Afferent gods and to different concepts but 
always embodying the idea of a holy rock. P 
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Lecture Twenty-Two 
Gods and Pyramids at Teotihuacan 


Scope: 

Thirty-three miles northeast of Mexico City stands a huge prehistoric 
city, a ghost town ever since its sacred structures (including at least 
100 temples) were put to the torch more than a thousand years ago. 
A contemporary of imperial Rome, the abandoned city was later 
dubbed Teotihuacan, or “city of the gods,” by the Aztecs, and its two 
great pyramids were named for the sun and the moon. Years of 
salvage starting in the late 19 th century saved some valuable frescoes 
showing religious and mythical scenes. Archaeologists have 
intensively investigated the ceremonial center and the residential 
neighborhoods, which show that the half a million inhabitants were 
drawn from various parts of Mexico. An unexpected discovery was a 
volcanic cave lying below the Pyramid of the Sun — a link to 
traditional Mesoamerican myths of a cavern of creation. 

Outline 

I. In this lecture, our site is the city of Teotihuacan in Mexico. 

A. Teotihuacan has no written records of its own, and its people 
vanished after the ceremonial center was burned. 

B. No direct evidence of what gods were worshiped there 
survives except monuments and art. Our task is to piece 
together the clues. 

II. The Aztecs thought they knew what had gone on at Teotihuacan. 

A. Teotihuacan belonged to the Mesoamerican period. 

1. In about 100 B.C., communities in the valley of Mexico 
began to grow and expand. 

2. Teotihuacan went under between 700 and 750 A.D., and 
its demise seems to have triggered catastrophes of 
abandonment and destruction at all the other sites. 

3. After this period came the Toltec and the Aztec. 

B. The Aztec knew the site as an abandoned place with gigantic 
monuments. They gave it the name Teotihuacan, meaning 
“birthplace of the gods.” 
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C. In a codex that survived the Inquisition, the Florentine 
Codex, there was an Aztec account of what had happened at 
Teotihuacan when the gods were bom. 

III. In the Florentine Codex , we hear the story, based on the Aztec 
cyclical concept of time, recounting the most recent creation, 
when all the gods came together at Teotihuacan. 

A. The gods had a council about who was willing to sacrifice 
himself to restart the world’s cycle, and a warrior god and a 
humble god came forward. 

B. The gods built a great fire. 

1* The warrior god could not bring himself to throw 
himself into those flames. 

2. The humble god ran toward the fire and was turned to 
ashes. He rose as the sun. 

3. The warrior god then leapt into the flames, and he 
became the moon. 

C. The gods realized that all their deaths were needed, so they 
immolated themselves. 

D. The god of wind blew through the heavens and set the sun 
and moon in motion. 

IV. Let’s see what archaeology has to say. 

A. Intensive work at Teotihuacan began in 1960. 

1. Teotihuacan’s streets are laid out in a grid, and although 
the north-south orientation is a bit toward the east, 
within the city the gridding is perfect. 

2. Temples and great ceremonial plazas are carefully 
arranged throughout the grid. 

B. Since the 1970s, cultural astronomers have been trying to 
relate astronomy to surviving ancient monuments. 

1. At Teotihuacan, the kind of solar-lunar axis and 
orientations that we expected to find are missing. 

2. There seems to be an interest in stars, constellations, and 
planets, especially the planet Venus. 

C. Venus was very important to the Aztecs, for whom it was a 
war deity and to whom it, as an evening and morning star, 
had two different roles. 
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D. Another clue about the Teotihuacan people is at the pyramid 
of the feathered serpent, or the pyramid of Quetzalcoatl. 

1. It is a stepped pyramid like that of the sun and the moon, 
but with many more stages. 

2. It got its name because of the ornament on these platforms: 
the heads of rattlesnakes wearing quetzal feathers. 

E. Quetzalcoatl was both a god and a person. 

1. He was the historical ruler who was said to have left 
the valley of Mexico after teaching everyone the art 
of civilization. 

2. He told the people that he would return one day during a 
conjunction of cycles. 

3. In a year that the cycles converged, the Aztecs looked 
for the second coming of Quetzalcoatl and found the 
Spanish under Hernando Cortez. In their confusion, they 
were conquered. 

F. The fact that we have a feathered serpent on a Teotihuacan 
pyramid shows a continuity of iconography. 

G. The pyramids looked very different in antiquity. 

1. They had all been plastered over. 

2. The valley of Mexico was deforested in order to create 
the plaster. 

3. Part of the demise of Teotihuacan may have been the 
result of deforestation and an ecological catastrophe. 

As archaeologists looked at the pyramids, the frescoes, and the 

remains of paintings, they began to see some consistent figures. 

A. There was a god who looked very much like the Aztec rain 
god; his iconography dominates around the sun pyramid. 

B. There was also a Mother Goddess: a figure with feather 
headdresses, outstretched hands, and a spider mouth. 

C. According to Aztec creation myth, humans were created in a 
cave and were let to the surface by a pair of hero twins, and 
in 1971, construction workers discovered a cavern under the 
great pyramid. 

D. It may be that under this great pyramid of the storm god 
lay an image of that original cave, so that people could 
see that their ancestors had emerged into the light of day 
in Teotihuacan. 
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Questions to Consider: 

1. Why should pyramidal structures feature in the religions of so 
many ancient peoples? 

2. What sort of symbolism might be seen in the presence of a cave 
beneath a pyramid? 
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Lecture Twenty-Two — Transcript 
Gods and Pyramids at Teotihuacan 

Welcome back. In our survey of gods and temples, we’ve just spent a 
session in Athens, a great city with great cults and great monuments 
that have endured through the ages. We are now coming across the 
Atlantic Ocean to the New World to see another great city, the city 
of Teotihuacan and the fantastic monuments that were preserved 
there. Unlike Athens, Teotihuacan has no written records of its own. 
The people vanished after the ceremonial center was burned some 
time between 700 and 750 A.D. and no direct evidence survives 
except the monuments and the art upon those monuments as to what 
gods were being worshiped at that city. So it’s going to be our task in 
this lecture to try to piece together all the clues and see if we can 
bring a lost pantheon of gods back to the light of day. 

Now we have some stories that we need to deal with first by people 
who thought they knew exactly what had gone on at Teotihuacan and 
those were the much later conquerors of Mexico, the Aztecs. 
Teotihuacan belonged to a period we call the classic for 
Mesoamerica, which also includes the Maya, Zapotec, many other 
cultures. Starting in about 100 B.C., communities in the valley of 
Mexico (Teotihuacan itself lies only about 30 miles away from 
Mexico City), they began to grow, these centers, these cities, these 
ceremonial centers if you’re down in Maya country, they began to 
grow and expand. Teotihuacan seems to have been the glowing heart 
of this fire of innovation and new developments and cultural 
advances. It went under, as I said, sometime between 700 and 750 
A.D. after more than seven centuries of growth and expansion and 
cultural achievement. Its demise then seems to have triggered in a 
domino-like fashion the demise catastrophes of abandonment and 
destruction at all the other sites in their turn. Finally concluding 
some five centuries later when the last of the Maya sites go under. 
What is coming after this classic period are the familiar cultures of 
the Toltec, at their center called Tula, and then finally the Aztec. The 
Aztec will put the scattered pieces back together again in a great 
empire, and they will then be on the scene in 1519, when Spanish 
Conquistadors led by Hernando Cortez land on the coast of Mexico 
and in a very short time conquer the Aztec Empire and add it to the 
ever-growing Spanish Empire as one of its most precious pieces. 
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The Aztecs knew Teotihuacan as a ghost city, an abandoned place. 
They also knew it as the site of gigantic monuments which impressed 
even them, and the Aztecs were no mean builders. The Aztecs called 
Teotihuacan, that is the Aztec name itself, Teotihuacan, we don’t 
know what the original builders called it but that name that they 
called it by meant to the Aztecs, something like “the place where the 
gods were bom.” They wrote (these Aztecs) into their codices. (A 
codex is a book that takes the form of a series of sheets. In the case 
of the Aztecs these were often prepared deer hide on which words 
have been written or paintings drawn.) These are then placed in 
frames and folded up like a screen, or hinged at the base so that they 
will open in our familiar book way. This is a codex and it’s to be 
distinguished of course from scrolls, or from a series of tablets. Well 
the codices, plural for codex, of Mexico were mostly burned as part 
of the Inquisition which was imposed by the Spanish and by the 
Roman Catholic faith, which tried to eliminate all traces of the 
original indigenous cultures and cults and instead replace European 
ideas and Catholicism, Christianity, as the new religion of this part of 
the Spanish Empire. " ' 

A few, and 1 do mean a few, just a handful of these old books 
survived, and one of them is called the Florentine Codex, now in 
Europe. In this Florentine Codex there was an Aztec account of what 
had happened at Teotihuacan when the gods were bom. 1 think it’s 
veiy important for us to consider this account in detail. It explains 
why the big monuments of Teotihuacan have the names that they do 
today. The gigantic pyramid of the sun, the somewhat smaller 
pyramid of the moon. These are Aztec names, and they go along 
with the Aztec myth. More important, the story in the Florentine 
codex, I believe, helps give us an insight into the element of these 
ancient religions that probably has seemed most alien, most troubling 
to us, and that is this element of sacrifice, human sacrifice. Why 
would people do it, and why is it such a worldwide phenomena? 

Well I think this myth helps us understand the conditioning of people 
to think that giving your life for a sacred purpose may be a very 
valuable thing. In this Florentine Codex we hear the following story. 
It’s premised on the Aztec idea, an idea held all over Mesoamerica 
that time is running in great cycles. There are cycles of birth, growth, 
maturation, and then catastrophe that, of course, happen again and 
again. At the close of each one, not only do people die, do 
civilizations perish, but the gods may die, the lights of the universe 
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are put out, and everything needs to be started over again. In this 
story, it’s recounted that on the last time that the world came to an 
end, the close of the last great cycle before the Aztec age, which is in 
that period from about 1300 up to the 1500s, when the Spanish 
arrived, that last creation was a time when all the gods came together 
at Teotihuacan. 

Now Teotihuacan is an interesting valley. It’s got volcanoes around 
it so it’s very active geologically. There are caves both because 
there’s some limestone in the area and because of volcanic tubes. On 
one of the volcanoes there was actually a place where, through some 
sort of underground cave or funnel, through the mountainside, the 
volcanic mountainside, waters that were percolating up through the 
volcanic sediments would be brought together and rushed down and 
give the impression to anyone coming near that the mountain was 
roaring. So it seemed a mystical place. It seemed a magical place, 
this little corner of the Aztec world, this plain to the north of their 
great city, modern Mexico city, Aztec Tenochtitlan, which was 
constructed on series of islands and lakes and had an abundant 
supply of water and so on. 

When the Aztec’s went up to Teotihuacan, they saw a great city laid 
out in a grid plan. This is the story of how it came to be. The gods 
had a council there in the dark. Who is willing to sacrifice himself or 
herself in order to restart the world’s cycle? Who will be the next 
light of the world? A great, noble warrior god came forward and 
said, I shall do it, but at the same time a very humble god of the old 
order, covered with sores and pustules, a really poor physical 
specimen, he came forward too and offered his own life, his own 
existence for this higher cause of ensuring that the world could be 
reborn. Then the Aztec tradition said the gods built a great fire, a 
giant fire, the heat of which was so immense that one couldn’t stand 
anywhere near it without burning and almost suffocating. The great 
noble warrior god prepared himself, steeled himself for the ordeal 
and ran straight at that fire and when he got close, he pulled up short. 
He couldn’t do it. He repeated this three more times. He could not 
bring himself to throw himself into those flames. So then the humble 
little scorned god came forward and with just one sprint he ran 
toward the fire, leapt in, and was turned to ashes before their eyes. 
He rose again in a great golden shining disk to light the new world 
and the new cycle of the world: He rose as the sun. It s a beautiful 
thing in this story and not really typical of an awful lot of 
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Mesoamerican mythology that that which was least and lowliest in 
the old order, should become the cornerstone of the new order. 

Well shamed by having seen this, the warrior god then leapt into the 
flames in his turn and he became also a great disk. He became the 
moon but as they came out of the fire they simply sat in the heavens, 
something was needed in order to move them, in order to create the 
new cycle. At that point all the gods together, realizing that their 
deaths were needed, not only so that the world could be renewed, but 
so that they could be resurrected and renewed, made young again; 
they all immolated themselves, cremated themselves in that primal 
fire. One of the gods then on the other side emerging into this new 
world, the god of wind blew through the heavens. The sun and the 
moon were set in motion and so that orderly appearance of our world 
was created in which the sun will pass across the heavens by day to 
give humans light and moon by night, also for a light and yet to give 
rest and quiet and peace to the earth. 

The Aztecs said that the great big pyramid in the heart of 
Teotihuacan was the pyramid of the sun. 1 mentioned the city’s laid 
out on a grid, sort of at the center of that grid and this is a big grid, 
the main north-south street through the heart of the city is three miles 
long. Up at this north end is the smaller pyramid that the Aztecs said 
was the pyramid of the moon in the time of Montezuma, that last 
viceroy or emperor of the Aztecs. He’s a viceroy because he’s 
holding the place for a mythological king who will someday return. 
They went up there routinely and took offerings and left them at 
Teotihuacan as in a sacred city that was still part of their world. Now 
our question then is, is this a genuine memory of something that had 
happened 600 years before the Aztecs emerged as a people and as a 
power. Have they somehow fallen err to traditions about Teotihuacan 
and the gods who were worshiped there and the myths that were told 
about those gods or is this a projection on to an empty city with 
gigantic pyramids of the religious beliefs and the myths of the Aztecs 
themselves and the people of that post-classic period? 

Now we know that in the classics there were ideas of cycles. The 
Maya certainly had those ideas. We don’t know what the 
Teotihuacanos believed because they didn’t leave a written record of 
their beliefs. It doesn’t seem impossible on the surface that this sun 
and moon being reborn and it all happening at Teotihuacan, that that 
shouldn’t be the truth. So let’s see what archaeology has to say. 
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Ever since 1960 intensive work has been done at Teotihuacan. The more 
that has been discovered, the more the amazement grows at this urban 
center, appearing almost without precedence here in Mexico, here on 
this side of the Atlantic, far away from that world where urban centers 
are so common, the Near East, the Mediterranean, China, India, a world 
of cities and yet in Mesoamerica we’ve got one; we’ve got Teotihuacan 
in this classic period. If you compare the map of Teotihuacan, which is 
laid out in a grid, the north-south orientation is not perfect. It’s off a little 
bit toward the east, but within the city the gridding is perfect; there is 
that gigantic axis of the main, roughly north-south boulevard or main 
street. We have the temples arranged along with great ceremonial 
plazas, gigantic enough to hold 10,000 people, some of them, all 
organized along those streets and then clusters of other pyramids, other 
temples, other plazas and courtyards, all the way through this grid of 
streets which must have been laid out. This is not a city that just grew. 
It’s subject to intense planning, and there may be some ideas behind the 
orientation and the layout and the straightness of the streets and the right 
angles that relate to a field relatively new in archaeology, developed 
since the 1970s that was initially called archaeoastronomy and now 
called cultural astronomy, where we apply the science of studying the 
heavens, the rising and setting points of the heavenly bodies, like the 
sun, the moon, the stars, the constellations, the planets, and try to see 
how they can help explain monuments in the archaeological record 
which otherwise don’t seem to have any clear explanation for their 
orientation or their placement in their landscape. 

We talked about geomancy, earth magic, that predecessor of feng shui 
in ancient China, which would cause diviners to recommend that a king 
or a people move and create a new settlement in such and such an area. 
It would seem to us that the Mesoamericans were also looking at the 
heavens in order to locate and orient their cities. It’s interesting to note 
that the Plains Indian tribes, many of which seem to develop along 
similar lines as far as their religious beliefs go to what we would found 
south of the Rio Grande River, among those tribes, the Pawnee moved 
around in obedience to movements of the stars. Something that, if you 
did not know that, would leave you baffled as to why the different 
seasonal camps and nomadic dwelling places of the Pawnee were sited 
where they were. So we’re going to discuss archaeoastronomy in detail 
when we get in a future lecture, to that spectacular site in South 
America, the Nazca Lines. Suffice it to say that at Teotihuacan, the kind 
of solar-lunar axes and orientations that we find at a site like Stonehenge 
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are for the most part missing. We would certainly expect them at a city 
that was laid out completely focused on the sun and the moon if that 
were truly the case. 

Instead there seemed to be, although there was some interest in 
places where the sun rises and sets at certain points in the year, there 
seems to be an interest in stars and constellations and planets and 
above all the planet Venus. Now we know Venus was very important 
to later Mesoamericans like the Aztecs for whom it was a war deity 
and to whom it wore two aspects. Venus can either be the evening 
star, still aglow in the sunset sky after the sun has set at the end of 
the day, but at other points of the year it is the morning star, visible 
before dawn. In those two different aspects, Venus was regarded as 
having two different kinds of roles as a religious deity. So we have a 
Venus orientation here and we also have, in addition to the layout of 
the place, the clue from the gridding that points on the horizon meant 
a great deal, we have images of gods. 

Now I’ve already mentioned there are two great pyramids called by 
the Aztecs and by the Spanish after them, the Pyramid of the Sun in 
the middle of the city and the Pyramid of the Moon further away. 
Visitors by the hundreds of thousands go to the site every year, climb 
those pyramids, get to those lofty perches where originally there 
would have been temples to lost gods, where sacrifices would have 
been offered. The pyramids had processional staircases up their sides, 
like those of the Maya and very unlike the ones of the Egyptians in the 
pyramids at Giza, which we will be talking about in a future lecture. 
So they are meant to be climbed. They are human-made mountains 
meant to be ascended so that offerings can be made at the top. 

There was also another pyramid that I’d like to mention, and this is 
going to hold a clue for us about the pantheon about these 
Teotihuacan peoples, and that is called the Pyramid of the Feathered 
Serpent, the Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl. It is further south in the city 
than the Pyramid of the Sun, so-called. It has its own gigantic plaza 
or courtyard around it. It faces yet another huge plaza, which may 
have served as a market. Teotihuacan was a gigantic center for trade 
and for merchants. We find different parts of the city occupied by 
natives from widely scattered places within Mexico, and we even 
find honored on some Teotihuacan panels, painted frescoes and so 
on, images of Maya traders bringing precious things from far off 
lands and forests to the city on the plain beneath the volcanoes. 
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Early on it was believed that that was how Teotihuacan acquired its 
wealth. That it exploited the obsidian from the volcanoes, that 
wonderful black volcanic glass, which in some cases here in Mexico 
is streaked in a most beautiful way with brilliant orange along with 
the glossy black. This will take a sharper edge than anything else in 
nature, many times sharper than surgical steel, for instance. This 
commodity traded widely, made them rich, and from the wealth they 
established a network of trading links all over Mesoamerica that they 
brought in these exotic goods from elsewhere and became rich and 
powerful without being militaristic. Well we’re about to see after we 
discuss this Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent, the evidence does not 
support that very benign view of commercial growth and commercial 
domination. Let’s look at this smaller pyramid. It’s a stepped 
pyramid like that of the sun and the moon, but with many more 
stages. The sun and the moon would go up a platform and then just a 
few more, maybe four of five to the top, and each platform had 
sloping sides. So we’re beginning to approach the look of the 
pyramids at Giza, those very simple triangular shapes with the sun 
and the moon. 

The Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent is a more typical Mesoamerican 
pyramid, with platform set upon platform set upon platform. It got its 
name because the ornament on these platforms, these fantastic heads, 
which protrude from the platforms, line the staircases to the top, they 
were the heads of rattlesnakes wearing collars or rings or headdresses 
of quetzal feathers. Originally we know that these feathers on the 
pyramid were painted blue and green. Those are the colors of the tail 
feathers of a red breasted forest bird called the quetzal, which was the 
most sacred animal perhaps in all of Mesoamerica and nothing was 
more prized, not even gold itself, that the pair of long dangling tail 
feathers that hung from the male of the quetzal bird. These had been 
imported into Teotihuacan from Maya country, that traveler with his 
pack, who I told you was represented in one of the frescoes, among 
other things he’s bringing quetzal feathers from that distant land and 
this collar of quetzal feathers, joined with the serpent would have 
caused the Aztecs to identify this as a very specific god in their 
pantheon, a god called Quetzalcoatl. 

Now Quetzalcoatl is both a god with his own sphere of influence and 
his own places of worship and his own demands for sacrifice, and he 
is identified with a living person. The historical ruler who was said to 
have left the valley of Mexico after teaching everyone there, and in 
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particular the Toltecs, the art of civilization. Having spread the 
wisdom that he could trom his own genius, he told the people he 
would return one day, that there were certain cycles in motion of the 
sun and the moon. The sun and the moon come together evety 52 
years in a completion of a cycle where they are back in their 
positions together. Quetzalcoatl told the people to keep count, 
because on one of those conjunctions of cycles he would return' 
Then he sailed off by boat into the Gulf of Mexico to the east. Well 
according to tradition and certainly we can see this mirrored in the 
art, he didn’t go very far. He went to Yucatan to the former Maya 
site of the Chichen Itza and became a presiding ruler or deity there. 

As those cycles converged, in a year when they did, the lords of the 
Aztecs, who then inherited Toltec beliefs, looked around for the 
second coming of Quetzalcoatl. It’s one of the strangest coincidences 
m all of history that the year 1519, when the Spanish under Cortez, 
landed on the coast of Mexico, Tenochtitlan, Mexico City, was in the 
grip of that period of anxiety and wonder that accompanied the 
closing of one of those cycles. That was the year that was a possible 
year m which Quetzalcoatl would return. Part of the Aztec's failure 
to respond in what would seem to be a practical and serious and even 
militaristic way to the initial Spanish arrival, which certainly they 
could have done, one of the hardest things in the world to affect 
militarily is a landing on to beach that’s held by a large hostile force, 
bven if you do have some guns and horses on your ships, you’re still 
going to have trouble. The Spanish were able to land, almost 
unopposed. They were able to communicate with the Aztecs in 
Mexico City through intermediaries, take advantage of the 
confusion. Cortez received gifts that were being sent to him as if he 
were a god, very much as if he deserved these and this, being caught 
off ba ance may have done as much as disease or Spanish firearms to 
s pell the doom of the Aztec Empire. A great city, a great empire, that 
of the Aztecs, and its fate tied to a religious belief. 

Back to Teotihuacan. The fact that we have here this feathered 
serpent on this pyramid although his identity may change, although 
t us may not be someone whom the Teotihuacanos would have called 
feathered serpent or Quetzalcoatl, nonetheless it shows a continuity 
of iconography. It shows that we are dealing with gods whose faces 
will be familiar to us, whatever spin the people of Teotihuacan may 
have put on their attributes as divine figures. So with this in mind 
more and more of the pyramids were looked at, remains of temples’ 
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and we should say right here, these pyramids looked very different in 
antiquity. They had all been plastered over. The valley of Mexico 
was pretty much deforested in order to create the plaster by burning 
limestone in kilns. That lime plaster was spread over; each pyramid 
represents the loss of gigantic areas of forest. So part of the demise 
of Teotihuacan may have been the result of deforestation and an 
ecological catastrophe in which the forest went, the game that lived 
in the forest and all the wild animals went. The stabilizing effect of 
the forest on local weather patterns also, that was gone, and the result 
may have been that first disappearance of one of the classical sites, 
that one being Teotihuacan. 

Back to our gods. As archaeologists looked at the pyramids, as they 
looked at the frescoes, as they looked at the remains of paintings, some 
of which were still in place, many of which had been ripped out by 
early looters, visitors, carried off and ending up in the museums and 
private collections of Europe and North America; they began to see 
some consistent figures. There was a god that looked very much like 
the Aztec rain god, Tlaloc. He had the big goggle eyes, and he also 
seemed to be armed with lightning. It’s customary now rather than 
calling him Tlaloc, to call him just the storm god. His iconography 
seems to be dominant around that great pyramid, the pyramid, 
allegedly of the sun, in the center of Teotihuacan. Then there was a 
female counterpart to this god who had a short, square, skirt and a 
massive body, and she appears to be the rain goddess. Then there was 
a Mother Goddess as near as we can make out. Certainly a supreme 
female deity who stood to Teotihuacan as Athena did to Athens or our 
Earth Mother to Malta. She is represented always with outstretched 
hands; she’s a source of abundance. She is often shown inside or 
associated with a spider’s web, which can be a benign image of 
something that holds things together and is beautiful and intricate and 
certainly the way the city is laid out, has something of the regularity 
and geometric precision of a spider’s web, but then she has in her 
mouth the fangs of a spider. Get one up close and take a look, it’s a 
pretty scary sight. So she is a figure with her feather headdresses, her 
outstretched hands, her spider mouth of an extremely powerful female 
force, who we can align with our concept of a Mother Goddess 
reappearing here in the new world. 

It is the god of the storm who seems to preside over that central great 
pyramid that we started with the question, is this the sun, almost 
certainly not. In 1971 in an effort to adapt the lower part of the 
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pyramid for a sound and light show, construction workers hit a hole 
that went down into the pyramid. Up to this time, very little had been 
found inside the pyramids, but this led 23 feet down through flights 
of steps and tunnels to a cave that ran back under the great pyramid 
itself into at the end of the tunnel a four-lobed cavern in shape like a 
four leaf clover. Are we looking here at the burial place of a 
Teotihuacan king or queen? Are we looking here at a shaman ic ritual 
place where offerings would have been left? Are we perhaps looking 
at the place from which humans emerged. We talked about how the 
gods emerged into this new age of the earth; let’s end with how 
humans came. 

They were supposed to have been created in a cave. They were led 
by a pair of hero twins, up to the surface and into the light and it may 
well be that under this great temple and pyramid of the storm god, 
lay an image of that original cave, so that human beings themselves 
could see that their ancestors had emerged into the light of day in the 
very heart of that great city of Teotihuacan, thus establishing its 
claim to be the very place which, as the Aztecs said, was the place 
where the gods were bom. 
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Scope: 

Few Americans are aware that a great prehistoric city was built on 
the banks of the Mississippi River more than a thousand years ago. 
Cahokia, Illinois, was the site of the largest prehistoric urban 
complex north of Mexico, and at its height it had a population of 
some 20,000 people who supported themselves on maize agriculture 
and hunting. The social ties that held Cahokian society together seem 
to have been mainly religious. The leader of the community was 
identified with the sun, and an immense flat-topped pyramid was 
constructed of earth so that worshipers could ascend to the heights to 
worship the deity. Obsession with the solar disk triggered the 
building of “woodhenges,” large circles of posts that helped track the 
movement of the heavenly bodies. Eagles and other birds were 
important symbols, and men danced wearing the masks and wings of 
eagles. When a leader died, human sacrifices and treasures were 
placed in his burial mound, in ceremonies that recall the death pits of 
the royal cemetery at Ur in Sumeria. 

Outline 

I. On the banks of the Mississippi River in western Illinois stands 
the largest earthen structure in the entire New World, called 
Monks Mound, in an area called Cahokia. 

A. A thousand years ago, this mound was the center of the 
largest ancient urban complex ever to exist within what is 
now the United States. 

B. At first thought to be a monarch's tomb, we now know the 
mound was a temple mound. 

C. In this lecture, we ask who was worshiped in this temple and 
what the religion was like. 

IT. Cahokia was a great city, punctuated by mounds, oriented to true 
north and south, with a 40-acre ceremonial plaza. 

A. Around the mounds and the plazas were communities. 

1. There were workshops manufacturing sacred objects 
from exotic materials and semiprecious stones. 
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2. The Cahokians made and exported beautiful pottery, 
cloth, circular hoes, and arrowheads. 

3. They had a lively economy centered, to some extent, 
around ceremony and ritual. 

B. Excavations give us some idea of the scale of consumption 
involved in Cahokian ritual. 

1. A trench more than 100 feet long and 10 feet deep was 
found. It had been periodically filled up with the remains 
of great ceremonial feasts. 

2. One layer contained the bones of 3,900 deer, 7,900 
shattered pots, the remains of soups and gruels, and a 
million burned tobacco seeds. 

3. The scale suggests that 20,000 people is a very 
reasonable estimate for Cahokia's population. 

C. We feel the site was religious because of the tobacco 
seeds, pieces of ritual objects, and burned remains of 
ceremonial buildings. 

D. We get the impression that a huge group of people could be 
mobilized for enormous work projects. 

1. Monks Mound is made of about 22 million cubic feet 
of earth. 

2. It probably took more than a century to erect. 

3. Lakes were created from the borrow pits' soil. 

E. Excavation into some of the mounds show that they grew 
in stages. 

1. Each stage may have been marked by a feast, a sacrifice, 
or the building of a sacred structure. 

2. Sacred structures were erected of wood and then burned 
or torn down. It was the act of building that was the 
great religious moment. 

TIL We see an ethnographic parallel to Cahokian culture in the 

Natchez people. 

A. The Natchez maintained the tradition of mound building into 
the 1 8 lh century. 

B. Antoine-Simon Le Page du Pratz wrote a detailed account of 
his interactions with the Natchez. 

1. He became a good friend of the chief. Great Sun, and the 
chief s brother. Tattooed Serpent. 


142 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


Theme Four: Lost Gods and Fallen Temples 


2. When Tattooed Serpent died, du Pratz witnessed the 
funeral ceremony where human sacrifice was voluntary 
and Tattooed Serpent’s house was burned. 

C. Many elements of Natchez culture remind us of what we saw 
in Cahokia, such as calling the supreme leader Great Sun. 

IV. What are some other links in the archaeological record between 
Cahokia and Natchez life? 

A. One of the smaller mounds at Cahokia was a king’s burial 
mound containing elements similar to Tattooed Serpent’s, 
including human sacrifice and grave treasures. 

B. If this king was the Great Sun, he must have been the one 
presiding over the ceremonies in that temple on top of 
the mound. 

C. An archaeologist discovered a woodhenge at Cahokia that 
could be used as a solar observatory: The posts were aligned 
with where the sun rises over the mound at certain times of 
year, another sign of sun worship. 

V. What else can we conclude about Cahokia religion? 

A. They had an extraordinarily rich ceremonial life involving 
the whole community. 

B. Even after Cahokia was abandoned, their beliefs spread to 
other centers and remote tribes, which carried the memory of 
Native America’s first great solar faith. 

Suggested Reading: 

Chappell, Cahokia. 

Milner, The Moundbuilders. 

Pauketat, Cahokia. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Although mainstream America shows little awareness of 
Cahokia, the site has been put on the World Heritage register by 
UNESCO. Why do you think this international recognition was 
bestowed upon Cahokia? 

2. Ancient Cahokians expended far more time and effort on their 
religious monuments than on their own homes. Are there modem 
parallels to this practice? 
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Lecture Twenty-Three — Transcript 
Sacred City on the Mississippi 

Welcome back. On the banks of the Mississippi River in western 
Illinois stands the largest earth mound in America; in fact the largest 
earthen structure in the entire New World. If you were to climb to 
the top of this mound, you would find a level place from which you 
could look across the Mississippi River to the St. Louis Arch in 
Missouri. A thousand years ago, long before there was a city on the 
other side built by European settlers, this mound was the center of 
the largest urban complex ever to exist within the ancient territories 
of the United States. The city is called Cahokia and the mound, 
Monks Mound, because some Trappist Monks had planned to put a 
monastery on top. From its level summit, you would also have 
looked out a thousand years ago on an ancient city, an ancient city of 
great ceremonial plazas, densely packed residential neighborhoods, a 
two-mile-long palisade or stockade running around the central sacred 
area and other mounds, 120 at least, dotting the landscape within and 
outside the stockade of this great urban complex. 

Now what was this mound for? Well you ascend the mound by going up 
a staircase, facing south. The mound is a square with its sides pointing 
to the cardinal points of the compass, north, south, east, west. On the 
southern side there was a flight of steps in several different levels, 
running up to that flat surface. You’re on a big mound here. It’s 
footprint is as big as the great pyramid at Giza, and it rises 100 feet into 
the air. For a long time it was not known exactly what the nature of this 
mound might be. Some people thought it was the burial place of a 
monarch; others thought it might be a gigantic burial mound for the 
remains of hundreds or even thousands of people who might have been 
part of this community. We now know that the mound was a temple 
mound, like the ziggurats of Mesopotamia, like the pyramids of 
Teotihuacan, there was originally a shrine or temple on the summit. 
Archaeologists discovered the remains of this temple on the northern 
edge of that flat square top. So we rise up those stairs, we walk across 
the top facing north, and we come to a place where lines of postholes in 
the ground show us where great logs had been put in upright to outline a 
building 1 00 feet long and you would enter through a door in the long 
side so it was stretched out in front of you in a long fayade, and it 
probably had a ridged roof, thatched over to keep out the weather, that 
rose 30 feet in to the sky, the height of a modem three-story building. 
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Who was worshiped in this structure, and what was the religion that 
helped to integrate this extraordinary community, which in its day 
and its heyday was about 1000 years ago starting about 1000 or 1050 
A D and reaching its final climax about 1200 or 1250. in its day this 
city had a population of about 20,000 people. It was bigger than 
London at that time. It seems to us from the many remains of ritual 
paraphernalia, sacred buildings and mounds, that this was a city held 
together by religious faith and that its leaders must have been the 
people who worshiped in that temple, who perhaps lived somewhere 
on the mound and who as priest kings, managed to hold the entire 
great community together. Now that was not the impression of 
pioneers who first came to this area around St. Louis, back in the 1 8 
and 19 th century. They saw the mounds as troublesome impediments 
to agriculture, as many of them as could be, plowed away or dug 
away, were eliminated. Of the rest it was assumed, and assumed 
right into the mid-20‘ h century that they were simply the remains of a 
large ceremonial center, such as we saw with Mound City at 
Chillicothe, back in the time of the Hopewell, about 500 years before 
Cahokia rose to prominence. 

If you’ll remember back to our Hopewellian cult, we had ceremonial 
centers like Mound City with walls around them, not of a defensive 
nature, but of a sacred nature to mark off the holy ground in which 
the ancestors were worshiped and in which the living carried on the 
many cults and offerings and sacrifices appropriate to them. The 
actual homes and dwellings of the Hopewellian people who 
worshiped inside the mound complex are very ephemeral. They were 
seasonal villages, villages that moved with year to year as patches of 
forest were cleared for the little crops of beans and senn- 
domesticated wild plants. There was no city to go along with the 
mound center. That was what was anticipated, even byjhe most 
experienced of American archaeologists, until the mid-20 century. 
That was what was expected at Cahokia. Archaeologists proved that 
to be a completely mistaken impression. 

Instead of a formal ceremonial center, such as we have at the 
Hopewellian sites and we will find elsewhere around the world, and 
rotating very modest communities of the living in the landscape 
around them, same thing that we found for the megalith builders, for 
instance, back in our study of Atlantic Europe in the Neolithic, 
Cahokia is much more like Teotihuacan. A great city, punctuated by 
mounds that are its main landmarks, oriented to a specific direction at 
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Teotiliuacan, a little bit east of north. At Cahokia, true north and south 
with a great ceremonial plaza, 40 acres in extent. That’s several times 
larger than St. Peter’s Plaza in Rome. It could have held thousands of 
people, this great ceremonial plaza. It ran straight south from the 
central mound, the great mound. Monks Mound, and then on the east 
and west there were clearly smaller plazas and possibly another one to 
the north. So we have a sort of a cross that is our central access of this 
great city and the great mound punctuating the place where the plazas 
would intersect if you drew lines between them. 

Around the mounds and the plazas there were communities, 
residences, neighborhoods that again reminds of those at 
Teotiliuacan. There are workshops for the manufacture of sacred 
objects and those sacred objects are often made of the same exotic 
materials that the Hopewell, 500 years earlier, were importing into 
central Ohio and their other areas of cult life: the obsidian from 
Yellowstone, the copper from Lake Superior, the great marine shells 
from the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic, the mica from the Smoky 
Mountains. All of this, along with a lot of semiprecious stones from 
other parts of America, were brought to Cahokia and worked there. 
What did the Cahokians export in return? Their own beautiful 
pottery. They were weavers of cloth, multicolored cloth with patterns 
on it, and this was certainly exported. The women’s implement for 
farming the earth, they’ve passed a long way from those little 
Hopewellian horticultural patches. They are now corn farming: corn, 
beans, and squash together on a large scale, clearing the bottom land. 
They used these beautiful circular hoes of white flint for their 
farming, and that is exported far and wide, as are the little Cahokian 
war points, the arrow heads, perfect triangles with deep notches, 
masterpieces of the flint knappers' art. 

All of these things create a lively economy and the economy, to 
some extent, is centered around ceremony and ritual because these 
things are playing into the ritual life. Some idea of the scale, the 
sheer scale of consumption of Cahokian ritual, came when an area 
called 51 was excavated, under modern houses. Most of the site had, 
in fact, been built over, as St. Louis expanded on to the Illinois side 
of the river with many suburbs like East St. Louis and others. Under 
a set of houses, a huge trench was found, more than 100 feet long, 10 
feet deep, that had been filled up periodically through the decades of 
Cahokia’s existence with the remains of great ceremonial feasts. 
You’ll get some idea of the gigantic scale of consumption in this 
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place when I tell you that in one layer — and there were upwards of 
ten layers of individual massive feasts being swept up and all the 
debris ceremonially dumped into this trench — one layer contained 
the bones of 3,900 deer, 7,900 shattered pots, the remains of soups 
and gruels made from pumpkin and squash, nuts and berries, bones 
of other animals, and a million burnt tobacco seeds. That is a lot of 
sacred pipe smoking going on at one feast. 

The sheer scale of it suggests that 20,000 people is indeed a very 
reasonable estimate for Cahokia’s population at its height, and that 
they all gathered together, perhaps in that gigantic 40-acre 
ceremonial great plaza, for this huge communal religious feast. We 
feel it was religious because in addition to the tobacco seeds, which 
were not part of a casual pastime in the Native American world. It 
was a sacred sacrament, much like drinking Communion wine in the 
Christian tradition. The fact that all of this should be there along with 
bits and pieces of those ritual objects of exotic materials that 1 was 
telling you, all jumbled together, swept together and the remains of 
some fires, not just the cooking fires, but actually some remains of 
buildings, part of a thatched roof — we’re very thankful for that as 
archaeologists because it tells us how the structures were roofed. A 
big chunk of thatched roof, bits of charred boughs and branches, 
branches lopped off cypress trees and tossed into these trenches. We 
know that the raising of pillars and posts was important to Cahokian 
religion in the same way that with out megalithic builders the raising 
of posts and marker stones and menhirs, standing stones, was an 
important religious activity. The actual raising of the object was 
important. We’re very lucky with that trench. It was packed in so 
densely and covered so well that the materials still smelled fresh, and 
I’m sorry to say, rotting, at the time that it was uncovered, which, as 
you can imagine with the remains of all that meat, made it a rough 
task for the archaeologists. 

So what kind of an impression do we get then? We get the impression 
of a huge group of people, the largest concentration of population in 
prehistoric American history, that they can be mobilized for huge 
work projects. That great mound that we looked at. Monks Mound, 
that’s got about 22 million cubic feet of earth in it. It took probably 
more than a century to erect. Lakes were created from the borrow pits 
where that earth was scooped out of the rich bottom land, that eluvial 
soil, and piled up under the direction of these religious specialists, who 
were forming the mound piece by piece. 
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Excavation into some of the mounds of this culture that we call 
Mississippian, that had its center at Cahokia, show that the mounds 
grew in stages. Each stage may have been marked by the holding of 
a feast, the offering of a sacrifice, the building of a sacred structure. 
Sacred structures were not permanent. Remember these are not made 
of stone and the fact that they were erected of wood, may have 
encouraged the idea of building them for one special occasion and 
then burning them or tearing them down, literally pulling out the 
stakes, in some cases, leaving only the postholes behind, show us 
that it was the act of creation, the act of building that was the great 
religious moment. Then the whole thing might be swept away and a 
larger section of the mound raised to give a platform for a new 
offering, a new ceremony, a new sacred structure. 

We’re very fortunate that we have an ethnographic parallel to what 
we see at Cahokia from a later people, the last of the mound builders, 
the Natchez. These people, operating from a base down at the 
southern end of the Mississippi River, in Louisiana and Mississippi, 
with their neighbors the Choctaw on one side and the Caddoan 
Indians on the other, the Natchez maintained right into the 1 8 1 1 
century, the tradition of mound building. And we are also fortunate 
that a very enlightened visitor, a Dutchman named du Pratz lived in 
the area at a French trading post from about 1718 to 1734. He wrote 
a detailed account of his interactions with the Natchez. He admired 
them tremendously, learned their language, became a good friend of 
the chief, who was designated the Great Sun, and the chief s brother, 
the war leader of the tribe who was called Tattooed Serpent. Du 
Pratz was there to talk to the priest, to ask about their religion and 
also to witness a great funeral. The funeral, I think, is an interesting 
place to start. 

Tattooed Serpent, the war leader, had died. The Great Sun, his 
brother was so distraught he wanted to commit suicide, to go with his 
brother to the next world. He did not want to live without him. The 
elders of the Natchez tribe persuaded this stranger, du Pratz, to 
intercede on their behalf with their leader, the Great Sun, persuade 
him to live and not deprive them of both their leaders at once. He 
was successful in doing that, but he was able to witness the 
ceremony of the Natchez funeral. It is eerily reminiscent of what we 
saw with the royal burial pits at Ur. It encourages the idea that we 
should be thinking of these leaders as kings, maybe god kings, 
maybe priest kings, but not mere chiefs of a simple tribal 
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community. Even with the Natchez, who were a long below the 
Cahokians in terms of population density or urban systems, these 
rulers, obviously had the same kind of control over their people that 
we saw in Ur. 

Sure enough, we find in this funeral of fattooed Serpent, who was 
not a supreme chief himself, a number ot elements that cairy us 
back. Human sacrifice is present. The human sacrifices, as at Ui, 
appear to have been completely voluntary. People came forward 
asking to be sacrificed, including three old women who were 
embarrassed because a younger man in their family had declined, 
and they wanted to take his place for the sake of the family name, 
and parents, in this case, for Tattooed Serpent, one set of parents who 
were offering a newborn child. Du Pratz was very curious about this, 
and it was explained to him that this was a great honor, that these 
people were taking upon themselves by sacrificing themselves or 
their children, so that they could accompany the dead man to the next 
world and that their entire family would rise in the strictly stratified 
social system of Natchez society, would rise up to a higher rank 
because of this sacrifice that was necessary for the safe passage of 
the dead man to the next world. 

So du Pratz got to witness the ceremony, which had a rehearsal like 
our wedding rehearsals on a previous day. All of the people to be 
sacrificed in a parade, reed mats set out, again the eerie 
reminiscences of Ur with its reed mats, people kneeling down, 
clusters of relatives, eight behind each one. The person who was 
going to die would not know who struck the blow, but it would be 
someone from their own family. It was explained to du Pratz this was 
so that there would be no blood guilt or feuding afterwards. After the 
successful rehearsal with everyone knowing where to go, they all 
went home, spent the night at home and came back the next day for 
the actual ceremony, which involved a procession through the great 
plaza. (As in Cahokia, the Natchez community was set up around a 
plaza with mounds on all sides). Then after the sacrifices had been 
made, that palanquin, this litter was brought in, carried shoulder high 
with the dead body of Tattooed Serpent on it. They did a spiral sort 
of dance across the space of the plaza toward the mound. The dead 
child was offered. The bodies of the victims— now dead— they were 
offered. Treasures were also brought forward, and a new section of 
the mound was created for all of these to be buried inside together. 
Meanwhile the house of Tattooed Serpent was burnt. 
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Many, many elements here that remind us of Cahokia and what we 
saw there in the archaeological record. The most interesting point for 
me is the designation. Great Sun, for the supreme leader of the 
Natchez. It was explained to du Pratz that long ago a man and a 
woman had come to this part of America. They were shining and 
bright, and they set up a new system where there should be these 
leaders called the Sun, the Great Sun, who helped to bring the sun 
and the heavens up everyday, whose duty it was to live on a mound, 
to supervise the religious life of the people. When the Sun came 
down to the foot of the mound, down those steps, he would step on 
to a litter and be carried around on these poles of cedar or cypress, on 
the shoulders of eight or so bearers, off to a sacred patch of tobacco 
to supervise its cultivation, off to the green corn, the first corn in the 
year that he would ceremonially harvest. All of these duties were 
done as by someone divine. People who spoke to him had to keep a 
distance of four paces away. If they retreated from him, they had to 
keep their faces toward him and retreat backwards. 

He was seen as something supernatural. Now, on the largest mound 
in the Natchez community was a temple like the one we saw at the 
great mound of Cahokia. What was going on inside there? The 
tending of a sacred fire and there were priests whose lifelong duty it 
was to tend that fire to ensure that it never went out. At times of 
festival, other fires might be extinguished in the community and then 
all relit from the pure sacred flame on top of that mound. 

Let’s go back to Cahokia now. What are some links that we can see 
in the archaeological record that may help us see how close Cahokia 
is to the Natchez life that Le Page du Pratz saw and commemorated 
in his great book of the 1750s? First of all, one of the smaller 
mounds at Cahokia was excavated between 1967 and 1971. It took 
four years because it turned out to be one of the most complex digs 
in all of American archaeology. Instead of being a simple temple 
platform or a marker mound, because there are many marker mounds 
in the Cahokian system that help orient those who are laying out the 
city as to exactly where they are in that celestial pattern of site lines 
that we’ll get into a little bit — it wasn’t either of those things — it was 
a burial mound. Inside was the remains of a burial on an 
extraordinary scale of which had the same elements as we saw for 
Tattooed Serpent. It was on the southern side of the great plaza, so 
well south of the main mound. Monks Mound, and this mound, 
called mound 72, turned out to be one of the unusual ridge-topped 
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mounds. This looked as if you had sliced off the gabled top of one of 
the Cahokian houses and put it on the ground and made it an earthen 
effigy of a steeply raked temple roof or house roof with the straight 
ridge line running across the top. The other two kinds of mounds at 
Cahokia are conical mounds and then the great stepped pyramid 
mounds, platform mounds, we call them. 

The person buried in mound 72 at Cahokia must have been a king. 
He was 40 to 45 years old. He was laid out on his back with treasures 
all around him, a very large robust male. He lay upon a blanket of 
20,000 beads or sequins made of mother of pearl from shells. They 
must have been sewn on to a cloth cape that had since decayed. The 
pattern of the shells has suggested to some people that they actually 
form the wings and the tail and the body of an eagle that he would 
have worn. Whether that’s true or not, he would have certainly shone 
like the sun when he walked around with this glittering, white, 
iridescent mass on his back. 

The things that were piled near him included a pile of chunky stones. 
These are circular, sort of bagel-sized stones, beautifully worked with 
concave depressions on either side, and they were used in a sacred 
game called chunky, where they were spun across the plaza. An 
official chunky court was about the size of two football fields. 
Warriors with spears would try to throw them at the chunky stone and 
stop it or in bocce-like way have the spear end near where the stone 
was going to stop rolling. That this may have been a sacred game, and 
that the presence of these chunky stones in the tomb of the king at 
Cahokia may show that he was involved in sports and competitions 
that had a religious nature is shown by the fact that if we go back to du 
Pratz’s record of Natchez’s life, they too had a ceremonial ball game 
and that the king himself participated in this game. 

Now what really seemed reminiscent of Natchez practice as well as 
that at Ur and ancient China and first dynasty Egypt, and so many 
other sites we’ve seen is that high elite people, who seemed to have 
acted as intermediaries between the mass of the population and the 
gods or the divine forces, they went to the next world with human 
sacrifices and that was true with this leader, buried around 1100 at 
Cahokia. He went to the next world, first of all, with a little honor 
guard. There were four robust males with their heads and their hands 
lopped off, and they seem to have been joined at the elbow as if 
they’d been tied. We can imagine these might captives from warfare. 
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certainly Cahokia has signs of being a place that needed to defend 
itself; that great palisade was not merely a ceremonial wall as in the 
Hopewell ian tradition but rather a place with bastions, every 85 feet, 
great projections from which archers could shoot at anybody who 
came and tried to get up to the wall and climb over with a ladder. 
The wall itself was probably 10 to 12 feet high. The wall was an 
immense expenditure of time, effort, and timber 20,000 logs went 
into the wall— and it was rebuilt four times over the course of 
Cahokia. So you get the sense of the intensity of anxiety about 
invasion, about attack on this core city of mounds. 

So this set of four may be captives who were interred in the mound. 
Their heads and their hands removed to render them powerless but 
their bodies present to honor this great king, who was now being laid 
in the earth, but whose soul was traveling on into another world. 
Further on there was a row of royal people who were laid out on 
litters. So that same object that du Pratz saw being sported at the 
Natchez center with the Great Sun seated upon it, under a little 
shade, and people carrying him around on their shoulders, those 
litters made of cypress wood, were present with skeletons of what 
appeared to elite members of the royal family laid out on the litters. 

Then there were the death pits. One of them had 52 young women, 
between, judging from their teeth, between the ages of about 17 and 
23, and one older woman. Fifty-two is of course sort of a solar 
number, but whether that was a number symbolism or not, certainly 
the presence of all these young women does suggest a human sacrifice. 
They were neatly stacked in two layers. Their bodies, again, did not 
show signs of struggle. This would be perhaps explained by something 
that du Pratz witnessed with the Natchez. He said that the human 
sacrifices after they volunteered were then doped with pills, black 
pills, that were concentrated nicotine extracted from tobacco to keep 
them woozy and make them unable to think twice or be disruptive 
during the ceremonies. So these young women seem to have gone to 
their death in an orderly way. Other sacrifices were found as well. 
Some of them seem to have been lined up on the edges of pits, struck 
on the temple from behind and fell straight in, some of them on their 
faces, something that we’ve already seen at other sacrificial sites. 
Those may not have been such willing sacrifices. 

The whole collection, the monarch with his treasures, the different 
sets of sacrificed individuals were put under three small mounds and 
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then that large ridge-topped mound was erected as a mantle over the 
top. Tremendous outlay of effort, time, expenditure of wealth on 
burying this one ruler. Of course in its hundreds of years of history, 
Cahokia may have had many. There are still many mounds left to be 
explored at this site. 

So if he is the Great Sun, he must have been the one presiding over the 
ceremonies in that temple that we first encountered up on top of the 
pyramid. Do we have any further evidence that it might have been the 
Sun itself that was the center, not only of the cosmos but of their 
religion? Yes we do. When a field to the west of the great mound was 
cleared and opened up to archaeologists, even though part of it was 
still under a used car lot and junkyard, the archaeologist discovered 
what they called a wood hinge: a circle of big holes in the ground, 
postholes for giant posts. Most of them had pulled out cleanly but one 
of them still had this huge cypress-log base broken off inside it. So we 
know that in this circle there was a ring of upright posts, very much 
like the menhirs of megalithic Europe, and that this circle could be 
used as Stonehenge was, as an astronomical observatory. Standing in 
the middle of it, looking through the posts that are between you and 
the great mound, you would see at different times of the year, the 
rising sun emerging from the great mound as if that is its point of 
origin and springing up into the sky. 

So from all this, 1 would conclude along with some evidence for 
sacred sweat lodges that carry us back to the purification rituals of 
the Palenque and much art of the Cahokian people, some of which 
show men wearing the masks of eagles and great wings of eagles for 
dances, that not only do we have an extraordinarily rich ceremonial 
life here, not only is the whole community involved through these 
feasts, but that the ruler represented the sun, that the deity worshiped 
in that upper temple on top of the pyramid, the great mound was 
indeed the Sun. And that we are seeing here at Cahokia a people who 
have invested their lives in agriculture, who depend on the sun more 
than any other natural force tor the success and the preservation of 
their community, and who have built their religion around it, a 
religion that after Cahokia was abandoned at about 1400, spread 
then, among other centers and remote tribes, and carried down into 
the historic period, a recollection, a memory, of Native America’s 
first great solar faith. 
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Lecture Twenty-Four 
Sun and Shadow at Machu Picchu 


Scope: 

When local fanners led Yale explorer Hiram Bingham up the 
terraced slopes of Machu Picchu in 191 1, Bingham dreamed that he 
was discovering a hidden city of refuge where a cloistered sisterhood 
once worshiped the sun. A century of archaeological investigations 
at Machu Picchu have unearthed evidence that suggests Machu 
Picchu was in fact a royal retreat built by the ninth Inca ruler, 
Pachacuti, in about 1450 A.D. Modern excavators call Machu Picchu 
an Incan Camp David. Bingham's “female skeletons” turned out on 
analysis to be the remains of the workers, both men and women, who 
maintained the site. Nevertheless it is true that many of the 
intricately built masonry structures at Machu Picchu were devoted to 
religious purposes. Here Pachacuti worshiped his divine father the 
sun, observed the solstices at a special rock-cut shrine, and measured 
the sun’s shadow with special lines and plumb bobs. 

Outline 

I. In 1911, Hiram Bingham was working his way up the 
Urubamba River in Peru, looking for a legendary place of 
refuge called Vilcabamba. 

A. It was supposed to have been the Inca capital after the last 
claimant to the throne fled from the original capital at Cuzco. 

B. A farmer took Bingham up a path where he saw a stone wall 
made of distinctive polygonal Inca masonry. The farmer said 
this place was called Machu Picchu. 

C. It was a mountain top covered with buildings that 
suggested a ceremonial site, as well as farming terraces 
and water channels. 

D. Bingham uncovered buildings, tombs, artifacts that 
suggested ritual purpose, and altars hewn out of the bedrock. 

II. The river valley isolates Machu Picchu and its center. 

A. The sun casts shadows that would have enhanced the 
sacred atmosphere. 
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B. Excavators found also plumb bobs that builders may have 
used to measure precise vertical lines, or they may have been 
used to measure the shadows on the sacred rocks. 

III. A physical anthropologist said that the skeletons at the site 
were mostly women; Bingham believed they were Vilcabamba’s 
Virgins of the Sun. 

A. Machu Picchu became a famous archaeological site for 
this romantic idea and as a result became an area of 
intense study. 

B. Archaeologists soon disputed the idea that the place had 
been a refuge for the last Virgins of the Sun. 

1. There was a normal population distribution among men, 
women, and children. 

2. They seemed to be the workers who maintained 
the place. 

C. The name of Picchu appeared in some Spanish colonial 
documents as one of a royal network of sites. 

D. Archaeologists also disputed the idea that everything at the 
site was of a ritual purpose. 

E. They associated the site with a 15 th -century Inca ruler 
named Pachacuti. 

IV. If you read between the lines of recent reports and go back to 
Bingham’s account, the feeling is of a ritual and ceremonial center 
within a farming community that comes to life periodically when 
the Inca ruler arrives. 

A. Pachacuti worshiped Inti, the Sun God, whom he believed 
was his true father and whose worship he spread throughout 
the Incan realm. 

B. Pachacuti was himself a sacred person, an intermediary 
between the people and the gods, and he took this role 
very seriously. 

C. If we map Incan sacred sites in the region around Cuzco, we 
see that there are many huacas, places of spiritual power. 

1. Machu Picchu is one of these huacas , and it was likely 
chosen for its mystical qualities. 

2. Here they shaped natural stone, which had inherent 
spiritual force, into peaked altars. 
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3. One of these altars is called Intihuatana, which means 
“hitching post of the sun.” 

V. An Incan origin myth may tie into what Bingham found at 
Machu Picchu. 

A. According to oral tradition, in 1200 A.D., Manco Capac led 
the people, who were dwelling in three caves, to Cuzco, where 
they established a base for their highly organized empire. 

B. The people always remembered that place of the three 
caves, which are reminiscent of the three windows found at 
Machu Picchu. 

C. Machu Picchu seems to have been a symbolic representation 
of the Incan origin place — a holy, sacred site indeed. 

VI. Let’s try to recapture what it would have been like to go to 
Machu Picchu between 1450 A.D. and its decline. 

A. Pachacuti arrives in a procession from Cuzco. 

B. Machu Picchu is a scene of intense activity. 

C. On a stated day there is a procession to Intihuatana, where 
Pachacuti steps forward with a plumb bob to measure the 
shadow cast by the stone. 

D. The stone mirrors the shape of one of the mountains on 
the horizon. 

VII. We feel sure that Machu Picchu was a place where Pachacuti 
would come to worship the sun, who was not merely a god but 
the father of them all. 

Suggested Reading: 

Tierney, The Highest Altar. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Machu Picchu is yet another presumed site of solar worship, like 
Cahokia and Tell el-Amarna. Can you think of other deities or 
religious symbols that are as pervasive as the sun? 

2. Many modern scholars would brand Bingham’s interest in 
the Virgins of the Sun as “romantic.” Is such a view justified by 
the evidence? 
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Lecture Twenty-Four — Transcript 

Sun and Shadow at Machu Picchu 

Welcome back. On the 11 th of July in 1911, Hiram Bingham, an 
American explorer who was a professor at Yale University, was 
working his way up the torrent of the Urubamba River in Peru, 
looking for a lost city. The city he was looking for was a legendary 
place of refuge called Vilcabamba. After the Spanish conquistadors 
had conquered Peru and had displaced the Inca government in about 
1532, there was a long period in which the Inca continued in an 
insurgent role to try to recapture their conquered country. Various 
pockets of resistance held out in remote parts of that mountainous 
region, and one of these places, the ultimate city of refuge, which was 
supposed to have been the last Inca capital after the last claimant to the 
throne fled from the original capital at Cuzco, was called Vilcabamba. 
It was described in some detail, and Hiram Bingham was looking for 
it. He certainly matched the notion of what an explorer should be. He 
was a widely traveled person. He was from an old New England 
family. He was someone who had studied deeply and all sorts of 
historical records, and he was a man with a mission, a man on a quest. 

That’s always a dangerous thing, in my opinion, because if you know 
what it is you’re looking for you tend to assume that whatever you 
find matches that thing. At any rate, on the 11 th of July, his team 
decided that they were not going to accompany him on a climb up into 
the clouds to a place that a local farmer, a descendant of the Inca, had 
said contained a lost city, ruins, great stone monuments. It just seemed 
too unlikely that in a sort of vertical line from where they were 
camped one would find the Vilcabamba that Hiram Bingham was 
looking for. So he went alone with this farmer who took him up a path 
that was well known to local people around some hair-raising twists 
and turns and precipices and finally showed him ahead, through the 
mists, a stone wall, a stone wall made of that distinctive polygonal 
Inca masonry where basalt blocks are hewn into many cornered, many 
angled and sided forms, so that they will lock together so tightly, as 
the guides always say, that you cannot insert the blade of a knife in 
between the stones, also so tightly that earthquakes cannot easily 
dislodge them. During the great earthquakes in Cuzco, typically the 
Spanish colonial and later buildings fall down; the Inca stonework 
remains firm. Hiram Bingham recognized it immediately and thought, 
at least, the site is Inca. 
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They went out onto a saddle of land with little peaks around, and his 
guide told him the name of the place was Machu Picchu, the second 
term there has the double C and technically you need to say the two 
Cs both, so Machu Picchu is the name that was given to Hiram 
Bingham. He looked around, and what did he see? He saw a 
mountain top that was covered with constructions, both in the terms 
of buildings, some of which were fairly casually built of dry masonty 
or, in some cases, even mortared together, which was not the classic 
Inca way of doing things for really grand monumental buildings. On 
the other hand, half of the buildings were of this grand and glorious 
masonry that he had first seen on the gateways that he saw on a big 
building that had three spectacular windows. All of this suggested to 
him that it was a ceremonial site, a religious center at least, of the 
Inca. Then he saw terraces, hundreds of terraces, the whole slope on 
either side was terraced so that it could be farmed, something that 
would be very important in that remote place, that you would be able 
to provide yourself with food. There were water channels; it turned 
out later there was a spring, half a mile away, a little higher than this 
place Machu Picchu. The water was led in conduits there so that it 
had everything. Like the acropolis it was a high rock with its own 
water supply, a place that suggested itself for royal and religious 
purposes. Nonetheless Bingham went back down to the bottom of the 
mountain with his guide, told his friends what he'd found and they 
kept looking. It was some days before thinking over what he’d seen. 
He decided that that perhaps was the Vilcabamba, the city of refuge 
he had been looking for. 

So he started, in subsequent years a series of expeditions to this 
classic lost city, the lost city of Machu Picchu, to try to understand 
its history, to try to unravel its secrets, and try to prove that it was all 
that he had dreamed, that hidden city of refuge, where the remnant of 
the Inca nation and the royalty had held out in hiding through the 
years waiting for the Spanish to leave, waiting for a chance to regain 
their lost empire. 

What did they find in those expeditions? They uncovered these 
buildings. They had been very densely overgrown with vegetation. 
They found tombs with lots of skeletons in them and some artifacts. 
They found some objects which continued to suggest ritual use. 
There were altars that had been hewn out of the bedrock. One was 
inside a large circular building that Bingham thought was the temple 
of the Sun. Another was out in a central place, dubbed Intihuatana, 
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the “hitching post of the sun.” It seemed to be a little miniature 
mountain peak that had been created by the sculptors of the Inca 
hewing the natural bedrock into very abstract forms, which 
nonetheless seemed an attempt to mimic the peaks of the mountains 
in the valley that surrounded Machu Picchu. 

This is an amazing place. The valley isolates Machu Picchu and its 
center. If you call out to the cliff faces on some of the surrounding 
mountains, seemingly more than a mile away, you can hear the voice 
come right back to you, and there are clouds, there are rainbows, it’s 
a spectacular place. When the sun rises over the mountains or breaks 
through the clouds, the shadows it would have cast on these upright 
stones, hewn by the Inca would have created, perhaps, an additional 
sense of the sacred. There were also plumb bobs, which you could 
have used to get precise vertical lines, maybe used by the builders 
but maybe also used in these measurements of shadows of the sun 
and shade upon the sacred rocks. 

Now, one of the stories of the Inca that really intrigued Bingham, 
tied into the sun worship. There was supposed to have been a guild 
or sisterhood of chosen women. He liked to refer to them as the 
Virgins of the Sun. They were quite well attested in the Spanish 
records. There were, among the conquistadors, certain men from 
Spain who took a great interest in the local people and in their 
history and who wrote down all the records they could find. They 
recounted that the Inca himself, and that the Inca is the emperor, the 
high ruler of the whole Inca empire, in his days of glory he would 
tour his kingdom, and he would choose from the various 
communities girls who seemed especially suited for sacred service. 
They would be brought up in a sort of a college, and very cloistered, 
very isolated, taken away from their own families who could not get 
them back and devoted to royal and religious service from then on. 

This sisterhood, this guild, would then act as priestesses in the rituals 
of the sun. A physical anthropologist who was working with the 
Hiram Bingham expedition examined the bones of the skeletons at the 
site and said, “They’re mostly women.” Hiram Bingham jumped on 
this and said, they are the Virgins of the Sun. At the end of things, 
when Cuzco was in the hands of the enemy, when the Spanish 
conquistadors were everywhere, these last Virgins of the Sun, these 
last preservers of the old religion must have come to this isolated 
place, this shrine to the sun on its peak, in the spectacular valley of the 
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Urubamba surrounded by the mountain peaks, and there they would 
have held on, one by one dying out as the years passed, keeping up the 
old religion, worshiping the sun, keeping alive a little flame of Inca 
tradition in what was now a sea of Spanish colonialism. 

Well, you don’t come up with ideas like that without attracting 
attention, and Machu Picchu quickly became the most famous 
archaeological site in the New World. A site that for romance, for the 
way it was discovered, the flair of the writer himself, Hiram 
Bingham, an excellent person at capturing the public attention, 
surpassed all others. It has recently been voted in 2007 an official 
one of the seven wonders of the world on the new list, which proves 
after almost a century from its discovery, the intense interest on the 
part of the general public in Machu Picchu has not abated. Inevitably 
when you get such a theory piled up on different observations and 
pieces of evidence, a reaction will set in in the scholarly world. 
There’s nothing the scholarly world likes less than what it calls 
“romance.” So indeed, in the latter part of the 20 century, first part 
of the 21 st century, teams of archaeologists revisited Machu Picchu 
and also the Hiram Bingham collection of artifacts and other 
materials from the site, natural materials, now residing at the 
Peabody Museum of Yale University became the target, the focus, of 
intense study. I should say, like the Parthenon marble, the Elgin 
Marbles, which the Greeks are seeking to recover from the British 
Museum, in about the turn of the century, about 2000, the Peruvian 
government began to request that the treasures of Machu Picchu be 
returned to Peru, all those things that Hiram Bingham’s permit had 
allowed him to take but which now seemed to have a much deeper 
religious meaning. 

Well while the Peruvian government was investing more and more 
meaning in those objects, archaeologists of a very different stand 
from Hiram Bingham were, in fact, extracting from them and 
discarding the ritual and religious connotations that Hiram Bingham 
had seen. The first thing to go was that idea that the place had been a 
nunnery, a cloister of refuge for the last Virgins of the Sun. A new 
study was done of the skeletons. They were a normal population of 
men, women, children, old people, young people. They were fairly 
robust. They were not buried with elite grave goods for the most 
part. They seemed to be the workers who had maintained the place 
and who would have farmed on the slopes of that peak that rises up 
from the valley floor. So there went that. 
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Second, more information was learned about the spot itself. Hiram 
Bingham had not been aware of the fact that the name of Picchu 
actually did appear in some Spanish colonial documents, although it 
was clear that no Spanish governor or military leader had ever reached 
the site. During the shakedown that followed the Spanish seizure of 
the whole Inca Empire, there was still the question of who owned 
certain pieces of land, and the Spanish did not attempt to assign new 
Spanish landowners everywhere. There weren’t enough Spanish 
landowners to go around given the vast size of the Inca realm. So there 
were courts held back there in the 16 th century to which Inca could 
come, survivors of the Inca regime, and put forward claims to their 
traditional lands. A claim had been put in by one royal noble family 
for a site called Picchu. and that seems to be showing that it was part 
of the royal or aristocratic network of sites scattered all over Peru but 
especially in lines radiating out from Cuzco. 

The next thing to fall was the idea that everything there was of a ritual 
purpose. It turned out that the Picchu site seemed to have been 
associated with the ninth of the Inca rulers, a man named Pachacuti, 
who built — he was a great builder. He was the builder of the empire 
itself. He built many of the great monuments. He is known to have 
constructed for himself, as many of the Inca rulers did, subsidiary 
capitals, little places of residence out in the countryside, out in the 
mountains and in the valleys surrounding Cuzco. The theory that is 
accepted today is that Pachacuti, in about the year 1450 — so only about 
80 years before the Spanish conquistadors arrived — Pachacuti had 
created Machu Picchu as a sort of, to use the archaeologist’s own tenn. 
Camp David, a place where, as head of state, he could escape from 
Cuzco, which was very high and very cold and bleak in the winter and 
get down to this more temperate valley, with the little peak standing in 
the middle of it. It was a lovely place though it's always dangerous for 
us to assume that ancient people had the same reverence for landscapes 
that we do in our own age. At any rate, the reinterpretation of Machu 
Picchu was that it was not essentially religious. It was not essentially 
about ritual. Forget the Virgins of the Sun. This is a place where Inca 
rulers would go to what we could call a royal estate, a place that worked 
as a Roman villa or one of those other great working farms of royalty or 
of nobility anywhere in the world. It was a retreat for the Inca. He would 
go there with his court. Some administration may have been done from 
there, but it was basically for, what we would irreverently call R and R, 
by which we would not mean religion and ritual, but rest and relaxation. 
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That has been a modern view, promoted by archaeologists of the true 
nature of Machu Picchu, debunking as much as possible all of the 
aura of awe, reverence, and mysticism that Hiram Bingham’s own 
ideas had helped build up around that isolated peak. I think the 
debunking has gone way too far. It’s true that Bingham and his team 
made a mistake about the nature of those burials, but there’s no 
reason to think that high-ranking people would necessarily have been 
buried at a sacred site. Remember if we think in global perspective, 
you’ve got many ceremonial centers that don’t happen to be places 
of burial for elite members of the community. Those cemeteries, 
those graves, will be somewhere else. Stonehenge is a good example 
of an impressive site that is not primarily a place of burial, and we 
have no reason to believe that the people who built it or the great 
leaders who were associated were routinely interred there. So it is 
with Machu Picchu, the absence of the elite or royal burials, the 
absence of Virgins of the Sun from the record of those who were 
interred there, doesn’t mean much one way or the other for the 
question: Is it religious or is it not? 

I think if you read between the lines of the most recent reports, if you 
go back to Bingham's account and his thousands of fantastically 
taken black and white photographs, you do get the feeling that what 
we have here is, in my view, a ritual and ceremonial center on a very 
practical, stable agricultural base of a farming community that can 
live there year round, work the terraces, provide the food for the 
people, but that it will come to life only periodically as the Inca does 
come out from Cuzco, the emperor, the king, with the priests, no 
doubt, also accompanied by some of the chosen women, those 
women, and they were virgins who did serve the sun, whose 
presence was expected as part of the respect paid to deities and as 
people who held in their hands some of the rites, some of the cults, 
some of the observances, that necessarily had to be carried out on 
behalf of this great deity. 

I think a lot of the explanation for Machu Picchu in my own view rests 
with that Inca ruler who has been fairly recently identified as the most 
likely builder for Machu Picchu. His name, as I said, is Pachacuti. In 
his youth he had an extraordinary experience. He had a vision, a 
dream. And in this dream he saw an immense and powerful being 
approaching him, so awe inspiring that the boy, Pachacuti, turned to 
flee. The figure called him back and told him, I am Inti (Inca for the 
Sun God). I am your true father. If you worship me, if you pay me the 
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honors that are owed to me, you will receive great power and great 
good fortune. This was the mandate that Pachacuti held dear all 
through his life, we might call the mandate of heaven itself, to 
transform the Inca realm, which had been a fairly localized kingdom, 
heir to some of those earlier peoples we’ve talked about, such as the 
Mache, and expand it into a gigantic empire running through the 
Andes, along the coasts, including parts of Chile, Peru, Ecuador, 
Bolivia, all paying homage and all paying tribute to the Inca ruler at 
Cuzco and connected by a system of roads and suspension bridges 
over gorges that is one of the miracles of world engineering. 

As someone to whom the sun god himself had spoken, Pachacuti, 
was himself a sacred person. He was that intermediary that we have 
so often seen in Egypt, in China, elsewhere, the intermediary 
between the people and the gods and therefore a necessary hinge or 
lynchpin of the cosmos. He took this very seriously, and its hard for 
me to believe that he would have expended the amount of time that 
he did on Machu Picchu, if it were merely a royal retreat for his own 
private purposes. On the contrary, if we map sacred sites of the Inca 
in the region around Cuzco, which is their center, we see that there 
are many places that the Inca call huacas. A huaca is a place of 
spiritual power. It can be a natural feature. It can be building, 
sometimes a building erected at the place where a natural feature 
indicated spiritual power, the presence of divine force, a place where 
there needed to be acts of worship performed in order to sustain the 
realm. So if we draw these lines out from Cuzco, these lines of 
huacas, Machu Picchu is on one of those lines. It appears to be a 
huaca, a place of power, and would have been recognized as such. 
It’s very unlikely that you would deliberately choose such an 
incredibly remote place if this is simply a routine trip back and forth 
to a little retreat from which you get away from the bustle and the 
noise of the Inca court at Cuzco. Much more likely the site is chosen 
for its mystical meaning. Again, we are in that world of geomancy 
that we first experienced with the rulers of China, where certain 
spots on the earth’s surface have a spiritual force, have a religious 
dimension, inherent in them. 

We feel that, because we come to Machu Picchu and we see that ring 
of mountains, we see the rainbows, we see the clouds, and we are 
uplifted and feel that this is a place like no other, we don’t know that 
that is what the Inca were responding to, to our ideas of grandeur and 
landscape. But for whatever reason it does appear to have been chosen 
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as huaca. We can see that from the shaping of the natural stone into 
altars as if this were a peak which had, inherent in it, as I said, spiritual 
force and by removing the excrescences of natural rock, the Inca 
sculptors were able to release the sacred forms inside, which looked 
very much like abstract modem sculpture not representational at all. 
As I said, one of them is out in the central area. That was the one that 
was given the name, perhaps a fanciful name, Intihuatana, hitching 
post of the sun.” With its central peak there is a shadow cast by the sun 
on most days; there are certain days when the sun is directly overhead 
and there is no shadow. That would have been part of the mystery, 
something that was measured there. You can talk about a great 
observatory for the sun and for the celestial bodies: Machu Picchu is 
certainly that. Hiram Bingham may well have been right, that that 
circular building that had another one of these stones inside, a stone on 
which the sunlight falls on midwinter day, the solstice sun, shining in 
through one of the windows lights up that stone. All of this may have 
been part of that theatrical stage management that we’ve encountered 
as some other religious sites devoted to making this place seem so 
special, so extraordinary. 

So Machu Picchu then, is not the city of refuge. In fact in the 1960s 
the real Vilcabamba was actually discovered about 60 miles away. 
So that’s not right. There’s another myth that may tie into what 
Hiram Bingham found at Machu Picchu and which he himself linked 
to the site. It involves Inca origins. Like the Aztec the Inca were a 
ruling people who dominated a vast empire at the time that the 
Spanish arrived and who had created extraordinary monuments of 
architecture, things that really surpassed what the Spanish were 
doing on their home territory back there in Europe. One would have 
guessed looking at them that they had been in power for centuries. 
That would be incorrect. Both the Aztec and the Inca had something 
in common: They were newcomers to the political scene. They had 
only recently emerged. How recently? Well the origin myth for the 
Inca only takes us back to about the year 1200, just three centuries 
before the Spanish arrived on the scene, and that’s not the origin of 
the empire. The empire is built up about 1450 by Pachacuti, the ninth 
great Inca ruler, and that’s when Machu Picchu was built. 

No, what happened in 1200 was that a founder figure, the sort of 
original leader of the people, a fellow named Manco Capac, led the 
people who were dwelling in caves, three caves, out of those caves. 
Well this sounds almost to us like that Mesoamerican idea of the 
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human ancestors at the beginning of the world, dwelling in an 
underworld and being led out by hero twins into the sunlight. Manco 
Capac has that kind of aura about him, of a mythical founder hero. 
He leads them on a trek — he may be quite a historical person for all 
we know — but he leads them on a trek to Cuzco, and they establish 
this as their new base, in much the same way that the wandering 
Aztec finally came down into the valley of Mexico and established 
themselves at Tenochtitlan, modern Mexico City and developed a 
very elaborate mythology about their past and their wanderings. 

The Inca from Cuzco then created this highly organized empire. 
Their traditions were oral traditions. The only writing system seems 
to have been a quipu (these are knotted cords), which would be 
bundled together and convey mathematical or accounting sort of 
messages. They would go with goods and merchandise up and down 
the roads and highways of the Inca Empire, but they didn t record 
myths, legends, religious materials, as far as we know. So the 
Spanish, interviewing those Incas, found out that after Manco Capac, 
there was this long tradition ot building up the realm, of establishing 
the huacas , but always remembering that place of the three caves. 1 
mentioned to you that one of the fayades at Machu Picchu had three 
very prominent windows. Bingham was the first to say, I believe that 
this is representation ot the three caves from which Manco Capac led 
the ancestral Incas. So although it does appear that Machu Picchu is 
not the last city of the Incas, not that place which Hiram Bingham 
was seeking, not the place where they held out, that was, as I said, 
found in the 1960s. It does seem to have been a symbolic 
representation of their origin place and that, again, would make it a 
very holy, a very sacred, a very special place indeed. 

So let us try to recapture what it would have been like to go to Machu 
Picchu sometime after 1450 and before the time when it was gradually 
forgotten about. It appears to us now that the site was simply 
abandoned. It wasn’t that convenient to farm. The Inca aristocracy and 
royalty who had run it were no more, and the site simply kind of went 
back to nature. If you take away one little bridge of planks, it was 
virtually inaccessible to the outside world. So nothing particularly 
romantic or earthshaking about the way it declined. But let s go back 
beyond that to a visit. We are with this ruler, the Inca, Pachacuti. This 
is the site he has created. He is with this procession of people coming 
from Cuzco, descending and descending into the lower valleys, and 
then up and up again from the Urubamba River, winding our way past 


©2009 The Teaching Company. 


165 


Theme Four: Los I Gods and Fallen Temples 


the terraces, which suddenly begin to sprout up on all sides, seeing the 
crops that are being raised by the local people, the llamas that they 
raise, the animals that support them. Finally we get to a high place 
where spread before us is that saddle of land with a spectacular conical 
peak at one end, that poster that is familiar to all of us of Machu 
Picchu. It's a scene of intense activity. The 300 or so people who seem 
to live there are everywhere: building, repairing, cleaning, making 
food, getting things ready for the visit of the Inca. He has his own 
royal apartments. 

The court moves in and on a stated day there is a procession to that 
central stone, the intihuatana and Pachacuti himself, the man who 
the sun god acknowledged as his own son, steps forward with that 
plumb bob to measure the shadow cast by the stone. Those of us 
standing away from the stone can see that it is made to mirror the 
shape of one of the mountains on the horizon as if it is a microcosm 
of the whole surrounding world. We don't know what sacrifices were 
made. We don’t know what songs, what music, what dance would 
have accompanied this rite, but we do feel sure that this was a place 
where Pachacuti at least, and maybe his successors among the royal 
Incas, would come at special times to the sacred place to worship 
that sun who was, for the royal line of the Inca, descending from 
Pachacuti, not merely a god but the father of them all. 


166 


©2009 The l eaching Company. 


Timeline 


Ancient Eras and the Creation of Sacred Sites 

Note that most dates are approximate. 

B.C. 

45,000 Neanderthal groups inhabit Shanidar 

Cave in northern Iraq and bury their 
dead in pits. Shanidar is the earliest 
positively identified site of ancient 


religious ritual. 

25.000 Hunting groups in South Africa, 

ancestors of the modem San, create 
their rock art. 

16.000 Cro-Magnon hunters of the Upper 

Paleolithic era create religious 
paintings and small Venus figurines 
in Lascaux cave in France. 

9000 At Gobekli Tepe in southeast 


Turkey, a hunting community 
begins to erect stone temples like 
those later found on Malta. 

7500 A Neolithic society of hunters, 

herders, and horticulturalists creates 
a pueblo-type community at 
fatalhoybk in south central Turkey 
(Anatolia). By 6500 B.C. the 
inhabitants were creating 
masterpieces of religious art and 
interring their dead beneath the 
floors of their houses. 


4500 The tradition of raising 

megalithic monuments begins in 
Atlantic Europe. 

3800-2500 Neolithic seafarers and farmers 

create stone temples to the Mother 
Goddess on the island of Malta. 
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2550 The Great Pyramid is completed at 

Giza, Egypt. 

2500 Pu-abi is buried at Ur, Sumeria 

(southern Iraq). 

2500-2300 At Stonehenge, a circle of stones are 


added to a complex of circular 
ditches and post holes that had 
already been the target of ritual 
activity for about 700 years. 

2000 A Bronze Age society erects the 

first palace or ceremonial center at 
Knossos. The original palace burned 
in about 1700 B.C. The grand New 
Palace flourished until about 1350 
B.C. The site was abandoned after 
1200 B.C. 

1350 Amenhotep IV takes the name 

Akhenaten and converts Egypt to 
the monotheistic worship of Aten. 
This faith dominates Egypt for a 
single generation. 


1300-1050 The Shang dynasty is established 

and rules an extensive territory from 
their capital at Anyang, China. 

1000 In Bronze Age Scandinavia, a 


society of farmers and warriors 
records their elaborate religious 
rituals in petroglyphs. 

432 The Parthenon is built on the 

Acropolis in Athens, which had 
already seen a millennium of royal 
and ceremonial use. Its importance 
as a religious site would continue 
down to modern times. 
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300 The oracular shrine of the 

Greek god Apollo at Klaras, 

Asia Minor, begins its slow rise to 
fame and fortune; the Nabateans, 
who built the city of Petra, begin 
a lucrative four-century rule over 
the caravan routes between the 
Red Sea and the Mediterranean; 
Jennc-jeno (Old Jenne), where 
the ironworkers formed a religious 
elite, is established along the 
Niger River in Mali. 

221 China is unified under Qin 

Shihuangdi, now known as the 
First Emperor. 

100 The Hopewell cult appears in the 

Ohio and Mississippi River valleys 
of North America, creating 
numerous ceremonial sites over the 
next 500 years. 

A.D. 

68 With Roman legions about to 

crush the Jewish Revolt, the 
sectarian group that had inhabited 
Qumran for over a century (perhaps 
the Essenes) hid their sacred scrolls 
in the surrounding caves and 
abandoned the site. 

100 At Lindow Moss, England, a 

healthy and high-ranking Celtic 
male aged about 25, possibly a 
Druid, submitted to a sacrificial 
death and burial in bog. 
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200 


Rome has become a multicultural 
city where many different faiths and 
cults are practiced, including 


Mithraism, Christianity, Judaism, 
the cult of Isis, and occult rites of 
magic and sorcery. 

300-900 Teotihuacan, northeast 

of modern Mexico City, 
dominates Mesoamerica. 

400 At Ajanta in central India, 


quarrymen and sculptors enlarged 
an earlier set of Buddhist monastic 
dwellings to create the Ajanta 
Caves. The site was used for 
about a century. 


450 Zoroastrian magi establish a 

holy city at Takht-i Sulaiman in 
northern Iran. 

500 On the north coast of Peru, the 


“Lord of Sipan” is buried with 
finely wrought gold ornaments and 
eight human sacrifices. 

600 The Nazca of Peru’s coastal 

desert come to the climax of some 
500 years of creating large-scale 
images and gigantic line drawings 
in the desert. 

675 At Palenque in eastern Mexico, a 

ruler named Pacal or Pakal 
(“Shield”) begins work on the 
stepped stone pyramid that would 
later hold his sarcophagus. 


700-1 130 Period of the Anasazi settlement 

at Chaco Canyon in modern 
New Mexico. 

700-1 500 Period of erecting large stone heads, 

known as moai, on Easter Island. 
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834 At Oseberg, near Oslo in Norway, a 

Viking queen and a female attendant 
are given a rich and elaborate burial 
in a big sea-going ship. 

900 Mississippian people establish a 

great center at Cahokia, across the 
river from modem St. Louis. The 
site reached its climax between 
1100 and 1200 A.D. 

1000 The Anasazi begin to create 

ceremonial centers on a large scale 
at sites such as Pueblo Bonito and 
Chetro Ketl. 


1 1 13-1 150 Khmer king Suryavarman II builds 

the gigantic Hindu temple of 
Angkor Wat in Cambodia. 

1450 The Inca ruler Pachacuti builds 

Machu Picchu, partly as a royal 
estate and retreat, partly as a 
ceremonial center, or huaca. 
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Glossary 


ahu: The term used by Easter Islanders to designate one of the 
rectangular stone platforms erected around their coasts as a marker 
of a clan’s territory, a center for religious rites, and a storage place 
for sacred images. The famous stone heads, or moai, originally stood 
in rows on the ahus, as if on a stage, but most had been overturned 
by the time Europeans reached Easter Island. 

animism: From the Latin anima , “spirit” or “breath, the belief that 
every aspect of the natural world — animal, plant, rock, water, wind, 
or celestial body — has its own spirit. Animism is often found among 
hunting and gathering societies, whose religious specialists, or 
shamans, grapple with the spirits on behalf of their people. 

caryatid: In classical architecture, a column in the form of a human 
or divine being. The most famous caryatids are the stone sculptures 
of Athenian priestesses who uphold the roof of the porch on the 
Erechtheum temple. 

cromlech: The term used in Brittany for a megalithic monument in 
the form of a circle of standing stones. The cromlech is thus ancestral 
to the great circle of sarsen stones at Stonehenge in England. 

cuneiform: From the Latin cuneus, “wedge,” the form of writing 
originating in Mesopotamia and later used throughout the Near East 
in which clusters of wedge-shaped strokes were imprinted on clay or 
carved on stone. Cuneiform characters could be words, ideograms, or 
phonetic symbols. The script, which was used to express a number of 
different languages, remained undeciphered until the 19 century. 

devaraja : From the Sanskrit for “god-king,” the term used by the 
Khmer people of Cambodia to designate the imperial rulers who had 
their capital at Angkor. 

dolmen: In the Celtic language of Brittany, a stone table. The term is 
now used for those megalithic tombs that consist of three or four 
upright slabs supporting a large capstone. 

henge monument: In British archaeology, technically an earthwork 
consisting of a circular ditch and a ringlike wall made from the 
excavated soil, chalk, or substratum. Confusingly, the term comes 
from the traditional name Stonehenge, where the “henge” refers to 
the hanging stone lintels that are unique to that site, not to the 
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surrounding ditch and ring of earth. In more general parlance, a 
woodhenge would be a circle of upright timber posts, such as was 
erected at ancient Cahokia in Illinois. 

hieroglyphic: Literally “sacred inscription, the term is now used for 
the type of elaborate, stylized, pictographic script that was developed 
by such ancient peoples as the Egyptians and the Maya. 

huaca : In Inca cosmography, a point or location of special spiritual 
power in the natural landscape. Lines ot huacas radiated out across 
the countryside from the Inca capital at Cuzco. 

hypogeum: Literally “below the earth, an artificially constructed 
cave below ground level. The most famous hypogeum is in Malta, 
where it served as a communal mausoleum for thousands of 
individuals in the Neolithic era. 

initiation: In the religious sense, a rite of passage or a ceremony in 
which an individual begins a new spiritual life with a new social 
identity. During such rites, the initiates are customarily separated 
from the main group and are admitted to sacred places, where 
sacred symbols are revealed and the mysteries of life and death 
are explained. 

ka: In the Egyptian religion, the aspect of the human soul that 
represents the spirit or life force. When the ka leaves the body, death 
occurs. The ka can be kept alive by offerings of food and drink at the 
tomb, though only the spiritual essence of these material offerings is 
consumed by the ka. 

kiva: To archaeologists, one of the circular rooms, usually 
subterranean or partially subterranean, that served for religious and 
ceremonial purposes in such Anasazi complexes as Pueblo Bonito in 
Chaco Canyon. The term has been adopted from the modern Hqpi 
word for a ceremonial house. 

lingam: In Hindu iconography, the phallic emblem of the 
Shiva, an emblem of life force, fertility, and regeneration. M «&C« 
of the early Khmer temples at Angkor, the king (as the incarnation 
of Shiva) would erect a lingam as a focal point of worship and 
spiritual power. 

lur: A musical instrument of Bronze Age Scandinavia consisting of a 
long, curved tube of bronze with a mouthpiece at one end and a 
decorated flaring bell at the other. Pictures of lur players in the 


(02009 The l eaching Company. 


173 


petroglyphs of southern Sweden show that they were played in 
ensembles of two or three. Replicas produce notes that are deep and 
resounding, well suited to accompany the sacred rites in which they 
are depicted. 

mana: In the religions of the South Pacific, spiritual force. It may be 
inherent in a person, an artifact, a natural object, or a place. The 
presence of mana accords with the idea of the sacred in English. 

menhir: In the megalithic terminology of western Europe, a single 
standing stone. Menhirs erected in modern times in such places as 
Madagascar and New Guinea were often raised to honor great men 
or commemorate important events. 

moai: Name given by Easter Islanders to the great stone heads that 
were carved in the quarries of volcanic stone in the crater at Rano 
Raraku and then dragged to the coast to be set up on ahus. The heads 
are believed to represent honored ancestors. 

mystery cult: From the Greek mystai , “initiates,” Greek mystery 
cults inducted initiates into a new spiritual awareness through 
special, secret ceremonies in dark halls, caves, or isolated spots, 
where officiants revealed the true meaning behind life and death. 
Mystery cults were very personal, as opposed to the typical 
sacrificial cults of the state religion in ancient Greece and Rome. The 
Eleusinian mysteries, celebrated near Athens, were the most famous 
and later influenced both Christianity and Mithraism. 

omphalos: From the Greek for “navel,” a stone that indicated to 
pilgrims that they had reached the center of the world at Delphi, an 
oracular shrine originally sacred to the earth mother Ge. In time, the 
omphalos stone became associated with the prophet god Apollo, so 
that its presence at Apollo temples such as the one at Klaros in Asia 
Minor was enough to indicate the presence of the god. 

oracle: A prophetic message, the individual who speaks the message 
on behalf of a supernatural force, and/or the site where the divination 
ceremonies or consultations are held. Oracles are encountered in 
many religious traditions. 

peplos: In ancient Greece, the single piece of cloth that was worn as 
a garment by women, usually woven of wool or linen. In Athenian 
state religion, the peplos was the special embroidered garment that 
was draped over the sacred image of the goddess. The peplos in the 
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Erechtheum on the Acropolis (where the holy image of Athena was 
kept) was used for a year, then replaced with a newly created robe at 
the time of the midsummer Panathenaic festival. 

petroglyph: From the Greek for “rock” and “inscribe,” a specimen of 
rock art. In archaeological terms, petroglyphs may be either carved or 
painted on natural rock surfaces. They play an important role in 
depicting religious images and rites among the San of South Africa, 
the aborigines of Australia, and the Bronze Age Scandinavians of 
southern Sweden. The tradition is found worldwide. 

rongo-rongo: On Easter Island, the script developed as a series of 
pictograms used for ceremonial purposes. Tablets inscribed with 
rongo-rongo writing were found in various ahus around the island, 
but the script has not yet been deciphered. 

sarsen: The enormous upright stones in the main circle at 
Stonehenge, which were dragged more than 20 miles across 
Salisbury Plain from their point of origin on the Marlborough 
Downs. Sarsens are slabs that have been roughed out of hard, dense 
sandstone, and some are still found in their original geological 
positions. The origin of the name is unknown. 

scapulimancy: Literally “prophesying with shoulder blades,” the 
type of divination practiced by Chinese kings of the Shang dynasty at 
their court at Anyang. Both scapula (usually sheep or ox) and 
tortoise shells were used in this oracular procedure, in which a hot 
poker was pressed against the bone or shell. The resulting cracks 
were interpreted as the answer to a question that had been spoken, 
and afterward scribes wrote the question (and sometimes the answer 
also) directly onto the object. These bones make up the earliest large 
corpus of Chinese writing. 

shaman: From Siberian, this term is now applied to all spiritual 
specialists who act as medicine men or medicine women on behalf of 
their clans or tribes. Shamans typically master a great deal of 
botanical, historical, and other traditional lore, but when actually in 
action they often go into a trance state in which they encounter and 
overcome the spirits that are harming or endangering their people. 
Shamanism is typically a component of an animistic religious 
tradition, although in Maya centers shamans still served the common 
people at a time when the ceremonial centers were dominated by 
kings, gods, priests, and temples. 
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sipapu : In the traditions of the modem Pueblo tribes such as the 
Hopi, a mythical hole through which the ancestral humans emerged 
into this world from the dark underworld, led by a figure named 
Locust who was playing a flute. The souls of the dead now pass to 
the Third World or underworld through this primal sipapu, but the 
figure named Coyote has placed a stone over the hole so that only 
katcinas spiritus can reemerge from it. The term sipapu also applied 
to the symbolic holes that were placed at the centers of kivas, and 
such sipapus could also take the form of water holes or other features 
in the natural landscape. 

tapu : In the religious traditions of the South Pacific, the term applied 
to persons, objects, or places that have been declared supremely 
sacred by the religious authorities and must be left strictly alone and 
untouched — hence our modem Western word “taboo.” 

tell: From Arabic, an artificial hill composed of layer upon layer of 
ancient cities. Tells form in areas where mud brick was used for 
buildings, and the decay of the architecture through time seals in the 
old living floors and streets and allows for new construction on top. 
Troy was a tell with at least nine superimposed settlements; other 
famous tells are Jericho and Ur. 

triclinia-. Pieces of built-in furniture consisting of benches around 
three sides of a room. Greeks and Romans used triclinia in their 
dining rooms, and the Nabataeans of Petra adopted the design for 
their tomb chambers, where feasting with the dead was an important 
ritual for families of the deceased. 

ziggurat: From the Akkadian for “building on a raised area,” now 
used to designate the stepped pyramids in the ancient cities of 
Mesopotamia and surrounding areas. Each ziggurat had a shrine or 
small temple at its summit, accessible only to priests (and possibly 
kings). Ziggurats, often built of mud brick with an external sheathing 
of fired brick or bitumen, were the chief features of religious 
complexes that included courtyards, places of sacrifice, places of 
purification, storerooms, and living quarters for priests. The ziggurat 
of Babylon is the original of the biblical Tower of Babel. 
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Lecture Transcript and Course Guidebook 


About Your Great Course 

The most important record of religious history resides not in books and sacred 
texts but buried in the earth. Ancient graves, statues, temples, standing stones, 
sacrificial offerings, and places of initiation all bear witness to the universal 
human quest for spiritual power and understanding. Since the 1 8“' century, 
excavators have been discovering and interpreting evidence ranging from tiny 
goddess figurines to entire sacred landscapes. For many religions and cults, the 
“testimony of the spade” provides an essential perspective on the religious 
literary tradition. This course explores sacred sites worldwide, including the 
shrines of ancient Greek oracles and the religious rock art of Bronze Age 
Scandinavians. We will witness the unifying as well as distinguishing 
characteristics behind the universal, timeless quest for the divine. 


Exploring the Roots of Religion 


Part 2 

Lecture 13: 
Lecture 14: 
Lecture 15: 
Lecture 16: 
Lecture 17: 
Lecture 18: 
Lecture 19: 
Lecture 20: 
Lecture 21: 
Lecture 22: 
Lecture 23: 
Lecture 24: 


Dancing with Bulls at Knossos 
Oracle Bones in Ancient China 
Sun and Sexuality in Early Scandinavia 
Apollo Speaks at Klaras 
Chalice of Blood in Ancient Peru 
Decoding Rituals at Palenque 
Temple of the Goddess on Malta 
The Aten — Monotheism in Egypt 
Deities of the Acropolis 
Gods and Pyramids at Teotihuacan 
Sacred City on the Mississippi 
Sun and Shadow at Machu Picchu 
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